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Beyond GDP: Measuring Economic Well -being 
in Canada and the Provinces, 1981 -2010  

 

Abstract  
 

This report presents new estimates of the Index of Economic Well-being (IEWB) and its 

four domains (consumption flows, stocks of wealth, economic equality and economic 

security) for Canada and the provinces for the 1981-2010 period. It finds that the IEWB 

advanced at a 0.78 per cent average annual growth rate over the period, below the 1.32 

per cent growth for GDP per capita. Both the consumption and wealth domains 

experienced solid advances over the period, but these developments were offset by 

declines in the equality and economic security domains. The recent recession caused a 

decline in the IEWB for Canada, driven by declines in wealth and economic security.
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Beyond GDP: Measuring Economic Well-being 
in Canada and the Provinces, 1981 -2010  

 

Executive Summary  
 

In 1998, the Centre for the Study of Living Standards (CSLS) released the first 

estimates of the Index of Economic Well-being for Canada (Osberg and Sharpe, 1998).  

The Index of Economic Well-being (IEWB) is a composite index based on a conceptual 

framework for measuring economic well-being developed by Osberg (1985).  Over the 

past decade, the CSLS has extended the geographical coverage of the Index to the 

Canadian provinces and to major OECD countries and has made a number of changes to 

the methodology used to construct the Index.  

 

The objective of this report is to present updated estimates of the IEWB for 

Canada and the provinces over the 1981-2010 period.  The report also outlines trends in 

the four domains of economic well-being that make up the Index ï consumption, wealth, 

economic equality, and economic security. Furthermore, the report offers an analysis of 

the sensitivity of our results to the subjective choice of weights assigned to those four 

domains and a description of the performance of the IEWB compared to GDP per capita 

through the most recent recession. 

 

The Index of Economic Well -being: Motivation and Conceptual 
Framework   
 

 The conceptual framework underlying the Index of Economic Well-being is based 

on two main ideas.  First, economic well-being has multiple dimensions and an index 

should reflect that fact by aggregating measures of the various domains of economic 

well-being.  Second, an index of economic well-being should reflect the fact that 

individuals differ (and have a moral right to differ) in the relative weights they assign to 

the different domains of economic welfare. In order to be useful to all individuals 

irrespective of those value differences, an index of well-being should make value 

judgments as explicit and transparent as possible.   

 

  The most frequently cited indicator of economic well-being is per-capita GDP.  

GDP measurement is essential for many important public policy purposes such as 

macroeconomic demand management and public finance. However, GDP accounting 

omits consideration of many issues ï leisure time, longevity of life, asset stock levels, 

income inequality, and so on ï that are important to individualsô economic welfare.  

Economic well-being is multidimensional; per-capita GDP reflects only one aspect of it, 

namely a societyôs output per person.  

 

 In accordance with the conceptual framework developed by Osberg (1985), the 

IEWB is a composite index comprised of four domains of economic welfare:  
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¶ Per-capita consumption  

¶ Per-capita wealth  

¶ Economic equality 

¶ Economic security.   
 

 These four domains reflect economic well-being in both the present and the 

future, and account for both average access to economic resources and the distribution of 

that access among members of society.  In basing the IEWB on data that reflect each of 

these domains, we are constructing an index that captures the multiplicity of dimensions 

of economic well-being. 

 

 Of course there are many non-economic aspects of human welfare.  In focusing 

on economic well-being, we do not mean to downgrade the importance of non-economic 

factors.  Instead, we are motivated by the idea that a better measure of ñaccess to 

resources needed for a decent standard of livingò is needed if economic and social trends 

are to be combined into an index with larger ambitions.   

 

 Indices of economic and social well-being are constructed because societies have 

to make public policy choices and the members of a society are, from time to time, faced 

with questions of the form: Would public policy X make ósocietyô better off?  Since some 

policies may favour one dimension of well-being over another, to answer this class of 

question citizens need a way of óadding it all upô ï a way of coming to a summative 

judgment about impacts across the different, conceptually dissimilar domains of 

economic welfare.  One of the aims of index construction is therefore to facilitate public 

policy discussion by providing a transparent means of aggregating across different 

dimensions of well-being.  

 

 óAdding upô across the domains of well-being necessarily requires an explicit or 

implicit value judgment about the relative importance of the domains.  Since individuals 

have morally legitimate differences in their values, there can be no single, objectively 

correct way of aggregating across the domains of well-being.  We argue that most indices 

of economic well-being (such as per-capita GDP) make important value judgments, but 

they do so implicitly rather than explicitly. 

 

 The IEWB addresses this issue by making all value judgments as explicit and 

transparent as possible.  Our hypothesis is that indices of social well-being can best help 

individuals to come to reasonable answers about social choices if information is 

presented in a way that highlights the objective trends in major domains of well-being, 

and thereby helps individuals to come to summative judgments, while also respecting 

differences in values.  In constructing the IEWB, individuals can select weights for the 

four domains in accordance with their own values.  The IEWB is therefore capable of 

facilitating summative judgments and of clarifying why such judgments may sometimes 

diverge. If disagreement about policy decisions occurs, it is useful to know whether such 

disagreement comes from differing empirical assessment of objective data or differing 

values about their relative importance. 
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 Thus, the IEWB has two major aims: to aggregate across different dimensions of 

economic well-being, and to allow for such aggregation even in the presence of morally 

legitimate value differences.   

 

Trends in the Index of Economic Well-being, 1981-2010 
 

 This section reports our main empirical results.  For Canada, key results are the 

following: 

 

¶ The overall Index of Economic Well-being rose 0.114 points from 0.448 in 1981 

to 0.562 in 2010 in Canada.  This amounts to a 25.4 per cent total increase over 

the period, or a compound growth rate of 0.78 per cent per year.  

 

¶ The growth rate of the IEWB was lower than that of GDP per capita, the most 

widely used metric of living standards. Indeed, real GDP per capita in Canada 

over the 1981-2010 period advanced 46.3 per cent (1.32 per cent per year), 20.9 

percentage points greater than the per cent growth of the Index of Economic 

Well-being.   

 

¶ The IEWB grew at 1.48 per cent per year over 1981-1989, but only increased by 

0.11 per cent per year over 1989-2000. The 1980s was thus a much better decade 

for progress in economic well-being than the 1990s. Between 2000 and 2008, 

growth in the Index averaged 1.52 per cent per year, even better than in the 1980s. 

 

¶ Between 1981 and 2010, the index of the per-capita consumption domain 

increased 0.571 points (or 215.5 per cent) from 0.265 to 0.836.  Of the four 

domains, consumption had by far the largest increase over the period.   

 

¶ The index of the per-capita wealth domain also increased, by 0.183 points (or 72.5 

per cent) from 0.253 to 0.436. 

 

¶ The index of the economic equality domain fell by 0.152 points (or 23.6 per cent) 

from 0.642 to 0.490. 

 

¶ The index of the economic security domain declined by 0.147 points (or 23.3 per 

cent) from 0.632 to 0.485.  This decline in economic security was driven largely 

by a decrease in security from the financial risk of illness, as measured by out-of-

pocket healthcare expenditures.  In Canada, the proportion of personal disposable 

income being spent on healthcare increased from 2.65 per cent in 1981 to 5.59 per 

cent in 2010. 

 

¶ Overall, the increase in economic well-being in Canada over the 1981-2010 

period has been driven by the dramatic increase in per-capita consumption and 

wealth, and hampered by the increases in economic inequality and insecurity.   
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In addition, we report results for the provinces.  There is significant cross-

province variation in the scores for the overall IEWB and the four domain indices.  Key 

findings are: 

 

¶ Alberta had the highest value of the overall IEWB in 2010 at 0.733 points, 

followed by Newfoundland at 0.639 points and Saskatchewan at 0.618 points.   

 

¶ Nova Scotia and New Brunswick had the lowest overall IEWB values at 0.499 

and 0.502 points, respectively. 

 

¶ These results ï Alberta ranking first in economic well-being and Nova Scotia 

ranking near the bottom ï are robust to the use of different weights for the four 

domains.  Alberta has very high scores in the consumption, wealth, and economic 

security domains, while Nova Scotia is below the Canadian average in all 

domains except consumption.  

 

¶ Newfoundland experienced by far the strongest growth in the IEWB over the 

1981-2010 period; its IEWB score increased by 0.360 points (or 129.3 per cent), 

from 0.279 to 0.639.  British Columbia had the slowest growth; its score increased 

by 0.057 points, or 11.7 per cent.  All provinces experienced positive IEWB 

growth over the period. 

 

¶ Between 1981 and 2010, the indices of the consumption and wealth domains 

increased in all provinces.  Newfoundland had the most significant growth in both 

domains.  There, the index of the consumption domain increased by an astounding 

0.705 points (or 845.7 per cent) from 0.083 to 0.788, while the index of the wealth 

domain increased by 0.628 points (or 360.7 per cent) from 0.174 to 0.803. 

   

¶ The index of the economic equality domain decreased in five provinces, which 

indicates growing poverty and economic inequality in these provinces.  British 

Columbia had the largest decrease in its index of equality (0.327 points, or 49.5 

per cent), and its 2010 score of 0.334 in the economic equality domain was by far 

the lowest among the provinces.   

 

¶ The index of the economic security domain fell in eight provinces, most 

significantly in Nova Scotia where it declined by 37.6 per cent.  Canadians in 

most provinces became less economically secure.  Newfoundland and Prince 

Edward Island were the only two provinces to show growth in the security 

domain since 1981.  

 

¶ As in the case of Canada as a whole, the decline in economic security in many 

provinces was driven by decreasing security from the financial risk of illness.  

Almost all the provinces experienced positive growth in private health care 

spending as a share of disposable income between 1981 and 2010; the only 

exception was Newfoundland, and it is no coincidence that overall economic 

security increased over the period in that province.     
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Sensitivity of Results to Value Judgments  
 

The overall Index is the weighted sum of the four domains, and individuals may 

have different opinions about the relative weighting of those domains. An important 

objective of the Index of Economic Well-being is to make explicit the value judgments 

that underlie composite indicators of well-being by making the choice of weights as 

transparent as possible. By testing the sensitivity of our results against changes in the 

weights assigned to the four domains, we can see whether or not value judgments make a 

significant difference in the measurement of trends in economic welfare. 

 

 Sensitivity analysis shows that our key baseline results are fairly robust to the use 

of different weights for the four domains. Under all four weighting alternatives we 

examine, economic well-being improved in Canada and in all provinces over the 1981-

2010 period, with the exception of Ontario and British Columbia under Alternative 3.  It 

improved most quickly in Newfoundland and Prince Edward Island.  Alberta had the 

highest level of economic well-being in 2010, while Nova Scotia and New Brunswick 

ranked in the bottom three among the provinces under all alternative weighting schemes. 

 

 

Results of the IEWB Under the  Most Recent Recession 
 
 The recent recession caused a decline of the IEWB for Canada from 0.575 in 

2008 to 0.554 in 2009. This decline was driven by falls in the wealth and economic 

security domains and was accompanied by only a minor decline in economic equality and 

continued increases in consumption. The recovery of the IEWB has been slow but 

exceeds the pace of the recovery of real GDP. In 2010, the IEWB for Canada was 

estimated 0.562, only 97.7 per cent of its value in 2008. By contrast, real GDP had only 

recovered to 96.5 per cent of its value in 2008. 

 

 The recession also caused a decline in the IEWB for six of the ten provinces. 

Newfoundland, Prince Edward Island, New Brunswick, and Quebec managed to avoid 

any decline in the IEWB. These strong performances are closely related to strong 

performances in the equality domain. Weak performances, such as the 9.1 per cent 

decline in the IEWB in Alberta, are based on collapses in the equality domain. The 

estimates for the IEWB have recovered faster than real GDP in every province except 

Alberta and Manitoba.



ix 

 

 

List of Charts  
 

Chart 1: Trends in the Overall Index of Economic Well-being and GDP per Capita, 

Canada, 1981-2010, Indexed, 1981=100 .......................................................................... 7 

Chart 2: Growth of the Index of Economic Well-being and Per-capita GDP, 

Canada, 1981-2010.......................................................................................................... 8 

Chart 3: Overall Index of Economic Well-being, Canada and the Provinces, 1981 

and 2010 ......................................................................................................................... 9 

Chart 4: Growth of the Index of Economic Well-being and Per-capita GDP, Canada 

and the Provinces, 1981-2010 ........................................................................................ 10 

Chart 5: Trends in the Four Domains of the Index of Economic Well-being, 

Canada, 1981-2010........................................................................................................ 13 

Chart 6: The Index of Economic Well-being and its Domains, Canada, 1981 and 

2010 .............................................................................................................................. 14 

Chart 7: Components of the Consumption Domain, Canada, 2002 Dollars, 1981 and 

2010 .............................................................................................................................. 15 

Chart 8: Trends in Total Adjusted Consumption per Capita and its Components, 

Canada, 1981-2010, (1981=100) ................................................................................... 15 

Chart 9: Private Consumption per Capita, Canada and the Provinces, 2002 Dollars, 

1981 and 2010 ............................................................................................................... 17 

Chart 10: Per-capita Government Expenditures on Goods and Services, Canada and 

the Provinces, 2002 Dollars, 1981 and 2010 .................................................................. 19 

Chart 11: Per-capita Value of Unpaid Work, Canada and the Provinces, 2002 

Dollars, 1981 and 2010 .................................................................................................. 20 

Chart 12: Life Expectancy at Birth, Canada and the Provinces, Years, 1981 and 

2010 .............................................................................................................................. 22 

Chart 13: Total Adjusted Consumption per Capita, Canada and the Provinces, 1981 

and 2010, $2002 ............................................................................................................ 23 

Chart 14: Index of the Consumption Domain in Canada and the Provinces, 1981 

and 2010 ....................................................................................................................... 24 

Chart 15: Components of the Wealth Domain, Canada, 2002 Dollars, 1981 and 

2010 .............................................................................................................................. 25 

Chart 16: Trends in Per-capita Wealth and its Components, Canada, 1981-2010, 

Indexed, 1981=100 ........................................................................................................ 25 

Chart 17: Per-capita Net Capital Stock, Canada and the Provinces, 2002 Dollars, 

1981 and 2010 ............................................................................................................... 26 

Chart 18: R&D Stock Per Capita, Canada and the Provinces, 2002 Dollars, 1981 

and 2010 ....................................................................................................................... 28 

Chart 19: Per-Capita Stock of Natural Resources, Canada and the Provinces, 2002 

Dollars, 1981 and 2010 .................................................................................................. 29 



x 

 

Chart 20: Per-capita Net International Investment Position, Canada, 2002 Dollars, 

1981-2010 ..................................................................................................................... 31 

Chart 21: Per-capita Human Capital Stock, Canada and the Provinces, 2002 

Dollars, 1981 and 2010 .................................................................................................. 32 

Chart 22: Trends in Total and Per-capita Greenhouse Gas Emissions, Canada, 

Tonnes of CO2-equivalent, 1981-2010 .......................................................................... 33 

Chart 23: Per-capita Social Costs of Greenhouse Gas Emissions, Canada and the 

Provinces, 2002 Dollars, 1981 and 2010 ........................................................................ 35 

Chart 24: Total Per-capita Wealth in Canada and the Provinces, 1981 and 2010 ............ 36 

Chart 25: Index of the Wealth Domain in Canada and the Provinces, 1981 and 2010 ..... 36 

Chart 26: Gini Coefficient for All Family Units, Canada, 1981-2010 ............................. 38 

Chart 27: Gini Coefficient for Families Based on After-tax Income, Canada and the 

Provinces, 1981 and 2010 .............................................................................................. 39 

Chart 28: Poverty Rate and Poverty Gap for All Persons, Canada, 1981-2010 ............... 40 

Chart 29: Poverty Rate Based on LIM, Canada and the Provinces, Per Cent, 1981 

and 2010 ....................................................................................................................... 41 

Chart 30: Average Poverty Gap Based on LIM, Canada and the Provinces, 1981 

and 2010 ....................................................................................................................... 41 

Chart 31: Index of the Equality Domain in Canada and the Provinces, 1981 and 

2010 .............................................................................................................................. 42 

Chart 32: The Economic Security Domain and its Components, Canada, 1981 and 

2010 .............................................................................................................................. 43 

Chart 33: Trends in the Unemployment Rate and the EI Replacement and Coverage 

rates, Canada, Per Cent, 1981-2010 ............................................................................... 44 

Chart 34:  Unemployment Rate in Canada and the Provinces, 1981 and 2010, per 

cent ............................................................................................................................... 46 

Chart 35: Employment Insurance Coverage Ratio, Canada and the Provinces, Per 

Cent, 1981 and 2010 ...................................................................................................... 46 

Chart 36: Average Proportion of Earnings Replaced by EI Benefits, Canada and the 

Provinces, Per Cent, 1981 and 2010 .............................................................................. 47 

Chart 37: Overall Index of Security from the Risk Imposed by Unemployment, 

Canada and the Provinces, 1981 and 2010 ..................................................................... 48 

Chart 38: Private Medical Expenditures as a Proportion of Personal Disposable 

Income, Canada, Per Cent, 1981-2010 ........................................................................... 49 

Chart 39: Private Expenditure on Healthcare as a Proportion of Personal Disposable 

Income, Canada and the Provinces, 1981 and 2010, per cent ......................................... 50 

Chart 40: Divorce Rate, Canada, Per Cent of Legally Married Couples per Year, 

1981-2010 ..................................................................................................................... 51 

Chart 41: Poverty Rate and Poverty Gap for Single-parent Families, Canada, 1981-

2010 .............................................................................................................................. 51 



xi 

 

Chart 42: Divorce Rate, Canada and the Provinces, Per Cent, 1981 and 2010 ................ 53 

Chart 43: Poverty Rate among Single-Parent Families, Canada and the Provinces, 

Per Cent, 1981 and 2010................................................................................................ 53 

Chart 44: Average Poverty Gap among Single-Parent Families, Canada and the 

Provinces, 1981 and 2010 .............................................................................................. 54 

Chart 45: Overall Index of Security from Risk Imposed by Single Parent Poverty, 

Canada and the Provinces, 1981 and 2010 ..................................................................... 54 

Chart 46: Poverty Rate and Poverty Gap for Elderly Families, Canada, 1981-2010 ........ 56 

Chart 47: Poverty Rate for Elderly Families, Canada and the Provinces, 1981 and 

2010, per cent ................................................................................................................ 57 

Chart 48: Average Poverty Gap for Elderly Families, Canada and the Provinces, 

2007 Dollars, 1981 and 2010 ......................................................................................... 57 

Chart 49: Overall Index of Security from Risk Imposed by Poverty in Old Age, 

Canada and the Provinces, 1981 and 2010 ..................................................................... 58 

Chart 50: Index of the Security Domain in Canada and the Provinces, 1981 and 

2010 .............................................................................................................................. 60 

Chart 51: Index of Economic Well-being under Baseline and Alternative Weights ........ 61 

Chart 52: Real GDP (Chained 2002 Dollars) Per Capita, 2008=1.00 .............................. 69 

Chart 53: Index of Economic Well-being, 2008=1.000 .................................................. 70 

 

 

List of Exhibits  
 
Exhibit 1: Conceptual Framework for the Index of Economic Well-being ....................... 3 

Exhibit 2: The CSLS Index of Economic Well-being: Weighting Tree for Canada and the 

Provinces......................................................................................................................... 6 

Exhibit 3: Ranking by Index of Economic Well-being and Per-capita GDP, Canada and 

the Provinces ................................................................................................................. 11 

Exhibit 4: Weighting Schemes for Sensitivity Analysis ................................................. 61 

Exhibit 5: Ranking of Provinces According to Economic Well-being under Baseline and 

Alternative Weights ....................................................................................................... 63 

 

List of Tables  
 

Table 1: Overall Index of Economic Well-being, Canada and the Provinces, 1981-2010 

Table 2: Per-capita GDP, Canada and the Provinces, $2002, 1981-2010 

Table 3: Index of the Consumption Domain, Canada and the Provinces, 1981-2010 

Table 3a: Total Per-capita Consumption Flows, Canada and the Provinces, $2002, 1981- 

              2010 

Table 4: Index of the Wealth Domain, Canada and the Provinces, 1981-2010 



xii  

 

Table 4a: Total Per-capita Wealth Stocks, Canada and the Provinces, $2002, 1981-2010 

Table 5: Index of the Equality Domain, Canada and the Provinces, 1981-2010 

Table 6: Index of the Economic Security Domain, Canada and the Provinces, 1981-2010 

Table 7: Summary of the Effects of Alternative Weighting Schemes on the Index of  

  Economic Well-being, Canada and the Provinces, 1981-2010 

 



1 

 

Beyond GDP: Measuring Economic Well -being 
in Canada and the Provinces, 1981 -2010 1 

 
 In 1998, the Centre for the Study of Living Standards (CSLS) released the first 

empirical estimates for Canada of the Index of Economic Well-being (Osberg and 

Sharpe, 1998), a composite index based on a conceptual framework for measuring 

economic well-being developed by Osberg (1985). In the past decade, the CSLS has 

extended the geographical coverage of the Index to the Canadian provinces and to major 

OECD countries and has made a number of changes to the methodology used to construct 

the Index. The dual objectives of this report are to review these methodological changes 

and to present updated estimates of the Index for Canada and the provinces for the 1981-

2008 period.  

 

 The report is divided into seven main parts. The first part provides a discussion of 

the motivation for the development of the Index of Economic Well-being (IEWB) and the 

potential contributions of the Index to the debate on the measurement of economic well-

being. It also outlines the basic framework of the measure.
2
 The second part, by far the 

longest, provides a detailed discussion of trends in the Index of Economic Well-being, 

and in the four domains and sub-components of the domains, in Canada and the 

provinces over the last quarter century. The third part tests the sensitivity of our results to 

alternative assumptions regarding the relative weights assigned to the four domains of the 

Index. The fourth part details the performance of the IEWB during the recent recession. 

The fifth part concludes.
3
  

 

                                                
1 This report is an update of the previous report on the IEWB released by Osberg and Sharpe (2009a). Some sections 
are taken from or based heavily upon this previous report. The authors would like to thank the following people for 
assistance in updating the extensive database upon which the estimates in this paper are made: Patrick Alexander, Jean-
Francois Arsenault, Daniel Ershov, and Simon Lapointe, and Sharon Qiao. The authors would also like to thank 
Alexander Murray for excellent editing of the report, and Alberta Finance and Enterprise of the Government of Alberta 
for financial support for the updating of the IEWB database.  
2 For a discussion of methodological issues in the IEWB and lessons learned in the development of the IEWB, see 
Osberg and Sharpe (2009a, 2009b). 
3 The tables referred to throughout this report are located at the end of this document. We also make frequent reference 
to appendix tables containing the underlying data; these are available at the CSLS web site at 
http://www.csls.ca/iewb2009/IEWB_Canada_AppendixTables.pdf.  The database is also available in Microsoft Excel 
format at http://www.csls.ca/iewb2009/IEWB_Canada.xls.    
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I. The Index of Economic Well -being: Motivation and 
Framework 4 
 

A frequent refrain in the social indicators literature is the (true) statement that there 

is more to ñwell-beingò than economics, but it is also widely recognized that a key 

component of overall well-being is economic well-being or ñaccess to economic 

resources.ò  Although there are good grounds for thinking that national income accounting 

measures may not necessarily be a good guide to popular perceptions of trends in 

economic well-being, GDP per capita is probably the single most often mentioned 

criterion of economic progress.  

 

 In focusing on the economic aspects of well-being in this report we do not intend 

to downgrade the importance of non-economic issues. Instead, we are motivated by the 

idea that a better measure of ñaccess to resources needed for a decent standard of livingò 

is needed if economic and social trends are to be combined into an index with larger 

ambitions.   

 

 With respect to the economic component of societal well-being, our particular 

emphasis is on sustainability and on the sensitivity of measures of aggregate ñcommand 

over resourcesò to the omission or inclusion of measures of income distribution and 

economic security.  

 

  Although we argue that the IEWB is superior to GDP as a measure of command 

over resources, we do not intend to deny the importance of obtaining an accurate count of 

the total money value of goods and services produced for sale in the market in a given 

country in a given year (i.e. GDP). Clearly, GDP measurement is essential for many 

important public policy purposes (e.g. macroeconomic demand management, public 

finance). However, GDP accounting does omit consideration of many issues (for 

example, leisure time, longevity of life, asset stock levels) which are important to 

individualsô command over resources.  Although the compilers of the national accounts 

may protest that their attempt to measure the aggregate money value of marketed 

economic output was never intended as a full measure of economic well-being, it has 

often been used as such. The question the critics of GDP have to answer is whether 

alternative measures of command over resources are possible, plausible, and make some 

difference.  

 

 In developing an Index of Economic Well-Being for Canada based on four 

dimensions of economic well-being ï consumption, accumulation, economic equality, 

and economic security ï this report attempts to construct better measures of effective 

consumption and societal accumulation. However, an important point of difference with 

other indices is that we argue that ñsocietyôs well-beingò is not a single, objective number 

(like the average altitude of a country).  

 

                                                
4 This section is taken from Osberg and Sharpe (2009a), which draws on Osberg and Sharpe (2005). 
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 It is more accurate, in our view, to think of each individual in society as making a 

subjective evaluation of objective data in coming to a personal conclusion about societyôs 

well-being. Well-being has multiple dimensions and individuals differ (and have the 

moral right to differ) in their subjective valuation of the relative importance of each 

dimension of well-being.  But because all adults are occasionally called upon, in a 

democracy, to exercise choices (e.g. in voting) on issues that affect the collectivity (and 

some individuals, such as civil servants, make such decisions on a daily basis), citizens 

have reason to ask questions of the form: ñWould public policy X make ósocietyô better 

off?ò Presumably, self-interest plays some role in all our choices, but unless self-interest 

is the sole criterion, an index of societyôs well-being is useful in helping individuals 

answer such questions. 

 

Although conceptually there may be no way to measure some of the different 

dimensions of well-being in directly comparable units, as a practical matter citizens are 

frequently called upon to choose between policies that favour one or the other. Hence, 

individuals often have to come to a summative decision ï i.e. have a way of ñadding it all  

 

Exhibit 1: Conceptual Framework for the Index of Economic Well-being 

Concept Present Future 

"Typical Citizen" or 
"Representative Agent" 

Average flow of current 
income 

Aggregate accumulation of 
productive stocks 

Heterogeneity of Experiences 
of All Citizens 

Distribution of potential 
consumption -- income 
inequality and poverty 

Insecurity of future incomes 

 

 

upò ï across domains that are conceptually dissimilar. From this perspective, the purpose 

of index construction should be to assist individuals ï e.g. as voters in elections and as 

bureaucrats in policy making ï in thinking systematically about public policy, without 

necessarily presuming that all individuals have the same values. 

 

Our hypothesis is that indices of social well-being can best help individuals to 

come to reasonable answers about social choices if information is presented in a way that 

highlights the objective trends in major dimensions of well-being and thereby helps 

individuals to come to summative judgments ï but also respects differences in values. 

Although it may not be possible to define an objective index of societal well-being, 

individuals still have the problem (indeed, the moral responsibility) of coming to a 

subjective evaluation of social states, and they need organized, objective data if they are 

to do it in a reasonable way. 

  

   The logic of our identification of four components of well-being is that it 

recognizes both trends in average outcomes and in the diversity of outcomes, both now 

and in the future, as Exhibit 1 illustrates. 
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When an average flow like GDP per capita (or an alternative, such as the average 

personal income) is used as a summative index of well-being, the analyst is implicitly 

stopping in the first quadrant of Exhibit 1. He or she is assuming that the experience of a 

representative agent can summarize the well-being of society and that the measured 

income flow optimally weights consumption and savings, so that one need not explicitly 

distinguish between present consumption flows and the accumulation of asset stocks 

which will enable future consumption flows.  

 

However, if society is composed of diverse individuals living in an uncertain 

world who typically ñlive in the present, anticipating the future,ò each individualôs 

estimate of societal economic well-being will depend on the proportion of national 

income saved for the future. GDP is a measure of the aggregate market income of a 

society. It does not reveal the savings rate, and there is little reason to believe that the 

national savings rate is automatically optimal. Indeed, if citizens have differing rates of 

time preference, any given savings rate will only be ñoptimalò from some personsô points 

of view. Hence, a better estimate of the well-being of society should allow analysts to 

distinguish between current consumption and the accumulation of productive assets 

(which determines the sustainability of current levels of consumption), and thereby 

enable citizens to apply their differing values.  

 

As well, individuals are justifiably concerned about the degree to which they and 

others will share in prosperity ï there is a long tradition in economics that ñsocial 

welfareò depends on both average incomes and the degree of inequality and poverty in 

the distribution of incomes. If the future is uncertain, and complete insurance is 

unobtainable (either privately or through the welfare state), individuals will also care 

about the degree to which the economic future is secure for themselves and others.  

 

These four domains therefore have a logical rationale, and four is a manageable 

number of headings. If the objective of index construction is to assist public policy 

discussion, one must recognize that when too many categories have to be considered 

simultaneously, discussion can easily be overwhelmed by complexity. We therefore do 

not adopt the strategy of simply presenting a large battery of indicators. However, 

because reasonable people may disagree in the relative weight they would assign to each 

dimension (e.g. some will argue that inequality in income distribution is highly important 

while others will argue the opposite), we argue that it is preferable to be explicit and open 

about the relative weights assigned to components of well-being, rather than leaving them 

implicit and hidden. (An additional reason to distinguish the underlying components of 

economic well-being is that for policy purposes it is not particularly useful to know only 

that well-being has gone ñupò or ñdownò, without also knowing which aspect of well-

being has improved or deteriorated.) We specify explicit weights to the components of 

well being and test the sensitivity of aggregate trends to changes in those weights, in 

order to enable others to assess whether, based on their personal values about what is 

important in economic well-being, they would agree with an overall assessment of trends 

in the economy.  

   

  This reportôs basic hypothesis ï that a society's economic well-being depends 
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on total consumption and accumulation, and on the individual inequality and insecurity 

that surround the distribution of macroeconomic aggregates ï is consistent with a variety 

of theoretical perspectives.  We do not present here a specific, formal model. In a series 

of papers (Osberg and Sharpe, 1998, 2002a, and 2005) we have described the details of 

the calculation of the four components or dimensions of economic well-being: 

 

¶ [1]  effective per capita consumption flows ï which include consumption of 

marketed goods and services, government services, and adjustment of effective per-

capita consumption flows for household production, changing household economies 

of scale, leisure, regrettable expenditures, and life expectancy;  

 

¶ [2]  net societal accumulation of stocks of productive resources ï which consists of 

net accumulation of physical capital, the value of natural resources stocks, net 

international investment position, accumulation of human capital, and R&D stocks, as 

well as an adjustment for costs associated with environmental degradation; 

 

¶ [3]  economic equality ï the intensity of poverty (incidence and depth) and the 

inequality of income; 

 

¶ [4]  economic security from job loss and unemployment, illness, family breakup, and 

poverty in old age. 

 

  Each domain of economic well-being is itself an aggregation of many underlying 

variables, on which the existing data can be of uncertain quality.  By contrast, the System 

of National Accounts has had many years of development effort by international agencies 

(particularly the UN and the IMF), and has produced an accounting system for GDP that 

is rigorously standardized across countries.  However, using GDP per capita as a measure 

of ñcommand over resourcesò would implicitly: 

 

(1) assume that the aggregate share of income devoted to accumulation (including 

the public capital stock, human capital, research and development and the value 

of unpriced environmental assets) is automatically optimal, and  

 

(2)  set the weight of income distribution and economic insecurity to zero, by 

ignoring entirely their influence.   

  

Neither assumption seems justifiable, and neither is innocuous. 

 

Due to data limitations, estimates of the Index of Economic Well-being computed 

for different geographical regions may differ in the number of variables that can be 

included in the calculations. Exhibit 2 illustrates the components that are used in our 

estimates of the Index of Economic Well-being for Canada and the provinces, based on 

the four domains outlined above.  
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Exhibit 2: The CSLS Index of Economic Well-being: Weighting Tree for Canada 

and the Provinces 

 
       Per-capita Market Consumption  

       Adjusted for Household Size and  
Life Expectancy (constant $)  

       

       Unpaid Work (constant $) 

 

   Consumption   Government Spending   

   Flows    Per Capita (constant $)   

        

       less: Regrettable Expenditure  

                                                                                                     Per Capita (constant $)    

             

        

Capital Stock Per Capita (constant $) 
 

    R&D Per Capita (constant $)  

     

Natural Resources Per Capita (constant $) 

   Wealth         

   Stocks    Human Capital (constant $) 

      

Index of       Net International Investment Position   

Well-Being Per Capita (constant $)   

  

less: Social Cost of Environmental     
Degradation (constant $)   

  

            

       Income Inequality   

   Equality         

       Poverty Rate and Gap (Poverty Intensity) 

    

  

            

       Risk from Unemployment   

            

   Economic   Financial Risk from Illness   
   Security     

       Risk from Single Parent Poverty  

   

       Risk from Poverty in Old Age   
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II. Trends in the Index of Economic Well -being for Canada 
and the Provinces , 1981-2010 

 

A. Overall Trends in the Index of Economic Well -being  
 

i. Trends in Canada 
 

 The scaled value of the overall Index of Economic Well-being rose 0.114 points 

from 0.448 in 1981 to 0.562 in 2010 in Canada (Table 1).
5
 This amounts to a 25.4 per 

cent total increase over the period, or an average annual rate of change of 0.78 per cent. 

This rate of growth is less than that of GDP per capita, the most widely used metric of 

living standards and sometimes seen as a proxy for economic well-being. Indeed, real 

GDP
6
 per capita in Canada over the 1981-2010 period advanced 46.3 per cent (1.32 per 

cent per year), 0.54 percentage points per year faster than the rate of increase of the Index 

of Economic Well-being (Tables 1-2, and Chart 1). 

  

Chart 1: Trends in the Overall Index of Economic Well-being and GDP per Capita, 

Canada, 1981-2010, Indexed, 1981=100 

 
 

The rate of advance of the Index of Economic Well-being for Canada was not 

steady over the 1981-2010 period. The Index fell in the early years of the 1980s, 

advanced strongly during the 1984-1989 period, then fell from 1990 to 1992, in 1996, 

from 2001-2002, and again in 2009. It picked up strongly in the 1997-2000period. 

Progress stalled in 2001, but saw strong gains between 2003 and 2008 before declining 

during the recession in 2009 

                                                
5 All tables are located at the end of this document. Appendix tables can be accessed at 
http://www.csls.ca/iewb2009/IEWB_Canada_AppendixTables.pdf. 
6 2002 Chained Dollars 
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The years 1981, 1989, 2000, and 2008 were well-defined business cycle peaks in 

Canada. From a peak to peak perspective, which controls for cyclical fluctuations, the 

Index of Economic Well-being grew at 1.48 per cent per year over 1981-1989, but grew 

by only 0.11 per cent per year over 1989-2000. The 1980s was thus a much better decade 

for progress in economic well-being than the 1990s. Between 2000 and 2008, growth in 

the Index averaged 1.52 per cent per year, even better than in the 1980s. 

 

 The pattern of advance and decline in the Index of Economic Well-being for 

Canada corresponds roughly to that of GDP per capita (Chart 1), with economic 

expansions characterized by growth in both the Index of Economic Well-being and in 

GDP per capita, and with recessions and periods of economic stagnation characterized by 

declines in both variables.  This relationship of course reflects the fact that some 

components of the Index of Economic Well-being, such as consumption, are included in 

GDP and that other components are correlated with or driven by GDP trends.   

 

 However, there are periods (such as the early 1990s) during which the Index and 

per-capita GDP diverge. The rate of advance of GDP per capita was similar in the first 

and third sub-periods of the overall 1981-2009 period: 1.85 per cent per year in 1981-

1989, 1.58 per cent in 1989-2000 (although growth in the first half of the 1990s was 

much weaker than the second half), and 1.23 per cent over 2000-2008 (Table 2 and Chart 

2). In the first of the three cyclically-neutral sub-periods, GDP per capita advanced at an  

 

 

Chart 2: Growth of the Index of Economic Well-being and Per-capita GDP, 

Canada, 1981-2010 

 
 

annual rate within 0.5 percentage points of the Index of Well-being. But in the 1990s 

(1989-2000), when the Index of Economic Well-being was growing by only 0.11 per cent 

per year, GDP per capita grew only slightly more slowly than it had in the 1980s. 

Between 2000 and 2008, on the other hand, the Index of Economic Well-being has 

progressed 0.28 percentage points faster per year than GDP per capita. Thus, rapid GDP 
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per capita growth does not necessarily translate into rapid growth in economic well-

being, and vice versa.  The reasons for this will be explored later in the report. 

 

ii. Trends in the provinces  
 

 Among the provinces, Alberta had the highest value of the overall index in 2010 

at 0.733 points, followed by Newfoundland at 0.639 points and Saskatchewan at 0.618 

points (Table 1 and Chart 3). Nova Scotia and New Brunswick had the lowest values at 

0.499 and 0.502 points, respectively. In terms of progress, all the provinces experienced 

considerable growth in the overall Index of Economic Well-being over the 1981-2010 

period. Newfoundland showed by far the strongest gain with 129.3 per cent growth, while 

the slowest growth came from British Columbia with 11.7 per cent.  

 

  Alberta also had the highest level of real GDP per capita in 2010, followed by 

Saskatchewan and Ontario, while the Maritime Provinces (excluding Newfoundland) had 

the lowest levels. In contrast to the national trend, two provinces experienced better 

growth in the Index of Economic Well-being than in real GDP per capita over the 1981-

2010 period: Newfoundland and Prince Edward Island (Chart 4).  Exhibit 3 shows the 

rankings of Canada and the provinces according to the levels and growth rates of the 

Index of Economic Well-being and per-capita GDP. It is clear that the dimensions of 

economic welfare to which GDP implicitly assigns zero weight have an important impact 

on social rankings. Both in terms of 2010 levels and in terms of growth rates over the 

1981-2010 period, the rankings given by the IEWB are somewhat different from those 

based on per-capita GDP.  

 

Chart 3: Overall Index of Economic Well-being, Canada and the Provinces, 1981 

and 2010 
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Chart 4: Growth of the Index of Economic Well-being and Per-capita GDP, Canada 

and the Provinces, 1981-2010 
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Exhibit 3: Ranking by Index of Economic Well-being and Per-capita GDP, Canada 

and the Provinces 
  Level, 2010 Growth Rate, 1981-2010 

 Rank 
Index of 

Economic 

Well-being 
GDP Per 

Capita 

Index of 

Economic 

Well-being 
GDP Per 

Capita 
 1 Alberta Alberta Newfoundland Newfoundland 

 2 
Newfoundland Saskatchewan 

Prince Edward 

Island 
New 

Brunswick 

 3 
Saskatchewan Ontario 

New 

Brunswick 
Prince Edward 

Island 

 4 Prince Edward 

Island 
Canada Saskatchewan Nova Scotia 

 5 
Manitoba 

British 

Columbia 
Manitoba Saskatchewan 

 6 
Canada Newfoundland Quebec Manitoba 

 7 Quebec Manitoba Nova Scotia Canada 

 8 British 

Columbia 
Quebec Canada Quebec 

 9 
Ontario 

New 

Brunswick 
Alberta Ontario 

 10 New 
Brunswick 

Nova Scotia Ontario Alberta 

 11 
Nova Scotia 

Prince Edward 
Island 

British 
Columbia 

British 
Columbia 
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B. Overall Trends in the Four Domains of the Index of Economic 
Well -being  
 

 The Index of Economic Well-being is comprised of four domains, or dimensions, 

of economic well-being: consumption flows, stocks of wealth, economic equality, and 

economic security. This section examines overall trends in these four domains in Canada 

over the 1981-2010 period. The next four sections look at each domain in depth, 

analyzing developments in the components and subcomponents of the domains at the 

national and provincial levels.   

 

 Chart 5 and Tables 3 to 6 present estimates of the four domains of the Index of 

Economic Well-being over the 1981-2010 period. One observes significant divergence in 

trends in the domains. The consumption and wealth domains enjoyed very large increases 

while the economic equality and security domains experienced more cyclical trends and 

declined over the period. 

 

i. Measurement of trends in the scaled domain indices  
 

There are two ways to measure progress in the domains: the absolute change in 

the scale value of the domain, and the percentage change in the index of the scaled 

values. This latter method is influenced by the absolute level of the scaled value in the 

base year. For example, assume Domain A has scaled values of 0.2 and 0.6 in the base 

and end years while Domain B has values of 0.5 and 0.9. Progress measured in 

percentage points is the same for the two domains ï 0.4 percentage points. But the index 

of the scaled values shows that Domain A increased 200 per cent while Domain B 

advanced only 80 per cent.  

 

The scaled values are sensitive to the universe of values that are used for the 

scaling procedure.  For Canada there are 30 data points for a time series for the 1981-

2010 period, but for Canada and the provinces there are 330 data points (11*30). For 

Canada scaled separately values run from 0 to 1. Equally, for Canada and the provinces 

scaled together the values run from 0 to 1. But for any given variable, some provinces 

will be above the Canadian average and some will be below.  This means that the range 

of values must be wider when the provinces are included, and the range of scaled values 

for Canada will be much smaller when the provincial values are included than when 

Canada is considered alone. This also means that the percentage rate of increase in the 

index of the scaled values will be considerably greater for Canada if scaled separately.   

 

 It should also be noted that for domains where components are aggregated in 

prices (consumption and wealth), index values will have different percentage rates of 

change depending on whether these rates are based on the scaled or unscaled values. For 

example, over the 1981-2010 period, total consumption flows in Canada increased 1.85 

per cent per year (from $26,544 to $45,117) in real dollar terms, and 4.04 per cent per 

year (from 0.265 to 0.836) in scaled index terms.  

 



13 

 

ii. Trends in Canada   
 

In Canada, the consumption domainôs index score of 0.836 was the highest among 

the four domains in 2010.  The equality domain had the next highest score, at 0.490, 

followed by the economic security domain at 0.485 and the wealth domain at 0.436 

(Chart 5 and Chart 6).
7
 

 

Chart 6 illustrates that the increase in the overall Index of Economic Well-being 

over the 1981-2010 period was driven entirely by increases in the index scores for the 

consumption and wealth domains, while declines in economic equality and security 

dampened growth in overall well-being. Over the period, the index of the consumption 

domain increased 0.571 points (or 4.04 per cent per year) from its 1981 value of 0.265, 

while the index of the wealth domain grew 0.183 points (or 1.90 per cent per year) from 

0.253 in 1981 (Tables 3 and 4).  In contrast, the index of the economic equality domain 

fell 0.152 points (or 0.93 per cent per year) from its 1981 value of 0.642, and the index of 

the economic security domain declined 0.147 points (or 0.91 per cent per year) from 

0.632 in 1981 (Tables 5 and 6).  

 

 

Chart 5: Trends in the Four Domains of the Index of Economic Well-being, Canada, 

1981-2010 

 
 

                                                
7 Because of the linear scaling procedure, a scaled index of a variable for Canada is a function of the variation in that 
variable across provinces. As described in Section II above, the observed range of provincial values determines the 

ófeasible rangeô that we use in the linear scaling procedure. This explains why Canadaôs scaled value for the wealth 
domain is smaller than its scaled value for the consumption domain even though, in dollar terms, per-capita wealth is 
much greater than per-capita consumption. The wealth domain takes a much wider range of values across provinces, 
and the Canadian average value is further from the maximum provincial value in wealth than in consumption.    
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Chart 6: The Index of Economic Well-being and its Domains, Canada, 1981 and 

2010 

 
 

However, there were significant differences across the three cyclically-neutral 

sub-periods in terms of progress (or regress) in the four domains. The consumption 

domain experienced the most consistently strong growth, although the index grew much 

faster over the 1981-1989 period (5.47 per cent per year) than over the 1989-2000 period 

(3.74 per cent per year) or the 2000-2008 period (3.59 per cent per year) (Table 3).  In 

contrast, the index of the wealth domain grew by only 0.40 per cent per year over 1981-

1989, before accelerating to annual growth of 2.71 per cent over the 1989-2000 period 

and 4.00 per cent over 2000-2008 (Table 4). 

 

Canadaôs performance in economic equality was volatile. The domainôs index 

increased by 1.29 per cent per year over 1981-1989, then plummeted by 3.11 per cent per 

year over the 1989-2000 period. In the most recent period, 2000-2008, the index of 

equality decreased by a negligible rate of change of 0.22 per cent per year over 2000-

2008 (Table 5).   

 

It was the economic security domain in which Canadaôs performance was the 

most consistently weak. After growing by a negligible 0.09 per cent per year over the 

1981-1989 period, the index of the economic security domain declined 0.86 per cent per 

year over the 1989-2000 period and 1.31 per cent per year over the 2000-2008 period 

(Table 6). 

 

C. Trends in the Components of the Consumption Flows Domain  
 

 As noted earlier in the report, the consumption domain consists in three main 

components: private or personal consumption expenditures; government expenditures on 

goods and services consumed either directly or indirectly by households; and the value of  
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Chart 7: Components of the Consumption Domain, Canada, 2002 Dollars, 1981 and 

2010 

 
 

 

Chart 8: Trends in Total Adjusted Consumption per Capita and its Components, 

Canada, 1981-2010, (1981=100) 
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 Three adjustments are in turn made to these components.
8
 First, since economies 

of scale exist in private household consumption, private consumer expenditure is adjusted 

for changes in family size. Second, regrettable expenditures ï expenditures that do not 

contribute to economic well-being, defined here as commuting costs, costs of crime, costs 

of divorce, and household pollution abatement expenditures ï are subtracted from overall 

consumption flows. Third, an adjustment for the positive impact of increased life 

expectancy on well-being is made by adjusting total consumption flows by the per cent 

increase in life expectancy. 

 

     Table 3 and Appendix Tables 1 to 6 show the estimates of the components of 

total consumption flows in Canada, expressed in per capita terms in 2002 constant 

dollars, as well as the adjustments for the 1981-2010 period.  

Chart 7 illustrates the levels of the dollar-denominated consumption components for 

Canada in 1981 and 2010, while Chart 8 plots their trends over the 1981-2010 period.  

 

i. Private Consumption  
 

a. Trends in Canada 
 

 In 2010, personal consumption per capita was $24,952 (2002 dollars), accounting 

for over one half of total consumption flows (Table 3a and  

Chart 7). Personal consumption in 2010 was up 68.0 per cent from its 1981 level of 

$14,849, an average annual rate of increase of 1.81 per cent. Except for the recessions of 

the early 1980s, early 1990s, and 2009, private consumption progressed steadily 

throughout the period (Chart 8). However, growth was somewhat slower in the 1989-

2000 period (1.30 per cent per year) than in the 1981-1989 period (2.03 per cent) and the 

2000-2008 period (2.55 per cent). 

                                                
8 In the estimates of the Index of Economic Well-being for OECD countries a fourth adjustment is made to 
consumption flows to account for the large international differences in growth rates and levels of annual hours worked 
(Osberg and Sharpe, 2009). As both the trend in hours worked in Canada and level differences among provinces are not 
particularly large, this adjustment has not been introduced in this report, but may be in the future.   
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Chart 9: Private Consumption per Capita, Canada and the Provinces, 2002 Dollars, 

1981 and 2010 

 
 

b. Trends in the provinces 
 

At $27,903 (in 2002 dollars), Alberta had the highest personal consumption per 

capita of all the provinces in 2010, followed by British Columbia at $26,485 and Ontario 

at $25,232 (Chart 9). Prince Edward Island had the lowest level of personal consumption 

per capita at $22,059. In terms of growth, all the provinces showed considerable progress. 

Newfoundland showed by far the strongest gains in personal consumption per capita 

since 1981 with a 126.4 per cent overall improvement (2.86 per cent annually) followed 

by New Brunswick with a gain of 101.4 per cent over the same period (2.44 per cent 

annually). British Columbia exhibited the least progress with a 52.5 per cent increase in 

per capita personal consumption between 1981 and 2010. Over the 1981-2010 period, 

most of the provinces showed a pattern similar to the national one; growth was 

consistently positive throughout the period, although it slowed somewhat in the 1990s. 

The exceptions are Saskatchewan and Alberta; in those provinces, personal consumption 

growth grew faster in the 1990s than the 1980s, and faster still between 2000 and 2008.   

 

ii. Average Family Size 
 

It is important to adjust the dollar value of per-capita consumption to reflect the 

fact that there are economies of scale in household consumption. When people live 

together in groups, they can achieve greater effective consumption than they could if they 

lived alone as individuals; for instance, they can cooperate in household production (e.g. 

one person can cook for everyone) and share fixed costs (e.g. they can share one 

refrigerator rather than each person having to buy one).  To account for this issue, we use 

the Luxembourg Income Study equivalence scale, which is the square root of family 

size.
9
   

                                                
9 The definition of ófamilyô encompasses two groups: óeconomic families,ô which are groups of two or more persons 
related by blood, marriage, common-law, or adoption and living in the same dwelling; and óunattached individuals,ô 
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a. Trends in Canada 
 

In 2010, the average family size in Canada was 2.35 persons (Appendix Table 

2).
10

 This was down 13.6 per cent (or 0.50 per cent per year) from its 1981 level of 2.72 

persons, due to both a decline in the number of children per family and an increase in the 

proportion of unattached individuals within total households. Average family size 

declined during all three sub-periods of the 1981-2010 period; the decline was fastest 

during the 1981-1989 period (0.75 per cent per year).  

 

b. Trends in the provinces  
 

Among the provinces, Manitoba had the largest average family size in 2010, at 

2.50 persons, followed by Ontario at 2.46. The smallest family size was in Quebec, at 

2.17 persons. Over the 1981-2010 period, there was a shift in terms of where the largest 

average family sizes were observed. In 1981, family sizes in the Atlantic Provinces were 

all well above the national average; this was particularly true in Newfoundland, where the 

average family contained 3.55 persons. Over the period, each of the provinces from 

Quebec eastward experienced dramatic declines of at least 20.0 per cent in average 

family size, while the provinces from Ontario westward experienced declines between 

7.9 and 10.3 per cent. The largest decline was in Newfoundland, where average family 

size fell 34.4 per cent from 3.55 to 2.33 over the period.  

 

iii. Government Expenditures on Goods and Services  
 

a. Trends in Canada 
 

 In 2010, government expenditures per capita on goods and services were $8,978 

in 2002 dollars (Appendix Table 3). Government expenditures include spending by all 

levels of government on current goods and services and on fixed capital and inventories, 

minus capital consumption allowances. Government expenditures in 2010 were up 48.5 

per cent from $6,046 in 1981, an average annual rate of increase of 1.37 per cent. Except 

for the years from 1992 to 1997 inclusive, government expenditure increased ever year, 

although the pace of increase varied (Chart 8). Growth in per-capita real government 

expenditures was extremely weak in the 1989-2000 period (0.17 per cent per year), but 

fairly strong in the 1981-1989 period  (1.58 per cent per year) and robust since 2000 (2.54 

per cent per year). In the peak-to-peak period of 2000-2008, the growth of government 

                                                                                                                                            
which are persons either living alone or sharing a dwelling with persons to whom they are unrelated by blood, 
marriage, common-law, or adoption. Note that multiple families may live within a single household. Strictly speaking, 
our adjustment should be made on the basis of households rather than families. Two unattached individuals who live as 
roommates enjoy many of the benefits of economies of scale in household consumption (e.g. they donôt have to buy 
two refrigerators), but since they are recorded as two separate families, our income adjustment does not capture the 
benefits of their cooperation. This is a minor issue, however.     
10 Data on the total number of families in Canada and the provinces, which is used to compute average family size, is 
available only to 2007. The value for 2008 is extrapolated using the compound annual growth rate for the 2001-2007 
period. Throughout this report, the unavailability of data sometimes necessitates the construction of such estimates. 
Such cases will be identified either in the text or in a footnote.  
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expenditures per capita was slightly slower, at 2.40 per cent per year. This indicates an 

increase in the rate of growth of government expenditures during the 2009 recession. 

 

b. Trends in the provinces 
 

At the provincial level, the Atlantic Provinces tended to have the largest levels of 

per-capita government expenditures in 2010, with Newfoundland having the largest at 

$11,070, followed by Nova Scotia at $10,773 and Prince Edward Island at $10,666 

(Chart 10). British Columbia had the lowest per-capita level at $7,813.  

 

The large 2010 levels in the Atlantic Provinces reflect the fact that those 

provinces had the largest growth in per-capita government spending over the 1981-2010 

period. In particular, Newfoundland ï which had the lowest per-capita government 

expenditures of any province in 1981, at $4,605 ïsaw a 140.4 per cent increase over the 

period, while Prince Edward Island and New Brunswick also saw large gains of 72.7 per 

cent and 70.2 per cent, respectively. Meanwhile, per-capita government spending growth 

in British Columbia over the same period was the lowest of all the provinces at 21.4 per 

cent. Similar to the national pattern, all provinces experience the lowest growth rates (in 

some cases, negative rates) during the 1989-2000 period.  

 

Chart 10: Per-capita Government Expenditures on Goods and Services, Canada 

and the Provinces, 2002 Dollars, 1981 and 2010 

 
 

iv . Unpaid Work  
 

 Statistics Canada (1995) classifies unpaid work into five major categories: 

domestic work (meal preparation, cleaning, clothing care, repairs and maintenance, and 

other domestic work); help and care (child care and adult care); management and 

shopping; transportation and travel; and other unpaid work. The first four categories are 

called household work. The last category is non-household work, or volunteer work. We 

draw estimates of hours of unpaid work performed by persons aged 15 and over for 1981, 
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