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CO!vR1sON OF WAGE-EAR11ER FAMILY CNDflTJREs IN NELVE CITES 

Some striking results concerning the living standards of Canadian wage-earner 
families have recently been obtained from a summary analysis of a Canadian survey of 
urban family living expenditures. This survey was authorized at the last session of 
Parliament, which provided for an investigation by the Dominion Bureau of Statistics 
into nutrition and living expenditures In representative Canadian cities. In October 
and Novener accordingly, surveys were made under the direction of Eon. W. D. Euler, 
Minister of Trade and Commerce. in twclve cities representing all the provinces of the 
Dominion. Summary results from these surveys have been compiled and are described in 
the present statement. They include records from Charlottetowii, Saint John, Ealif ax, 
quebec, Montreal, Ottawa, Toronto, London, Winnipeg, Saskatoon, Edmonton, and Vancouver. 

Living expenditures were collected for the year ending September 30, 1938, 
from 1,135 wage-earner f'rilies of British origin in eleven cities, and from 211 families 
of French origin in the two quebec cities which were surveyed. In addition 93 records 
were obtained in Montreal and Winnipeg from families of other racial origin; these will 
be suiarized at a later date. Fnailjes contributinL records were selected at random 
from specially prepared lists of households with certain characteristics which make them 
typical of Canadian wage-earner homes, Both parents and one or more children were present 
In each home, and in some cases one 1oder or a domestic also lived with the family. 
Family earnings in the saile ranged from $450 to $2,500 per year. 

The most striking fact apparent from summary data on family living expenditures 
was the remarkable similarity of proportions of income spent upon the more important 
budget items. It has been shown that as living standards rise the proportion of income 
spent upon necessities tends to decrease. The budget groups usually considered as 
necessities are foods fuel and light, shelter and clothing. Percentages of total ex-
penditure for these four groups for the twelve cities were concentrated within a narrow 
range between 59,2 and 654. There was no significant difference in these totals f or 
British and French family groups. 

The greatest difference in proportions of expenditure for family needs was 
apparent in food purchases. Tboz.e proportions f or foods ranged from 25.3 per cent for 
Char1ottetm up to 31.8 per cent for Montreal families of British origin. There was a 
clearly discernible tendency for food percentages to be highest in the larger citIes. 
Proportions of expenditure devoted to shelter ranged from 15.1 per cent for Charlotte-
town to 20.8 per cent in Ottawa. The Edmonton and Vancouver shelter percentages were 
increased materially by familIes which had bought homes during the year, and made sub-
stantial payments from savings or loans. With the exception of these two cities, capital 
expenditure upon homes did not exceed an average of one per cent. Almost exactly one-
third of the families were owners, but there were wide variations in the proportions of 
owners In individual cities. These raaged from 2 per cent for Montreal families of 
British origin to 48 per cent in Winnipeg and coincided in most cases fairly closely with proportions indicated by latest census records. 

Proportions of average family lIving expenditure upon fuel and light ranged 
between 4.5 per cent in Q,uebec City and 7.7 per cent In Charlottetown. These percentages 
were generally related more closely to readily accessible supplies of fuel than to 
climate. 

Prcentages of total expenditure devoted to clothing were remarkably consis- 
tent, varying only rrn 7 S fur 'liu f:uTies Th 	 to 124 for Montreal Frenuh families. 

In residJ 	eo 	crrespondingly close cn:parisons existed. Recrea- 
tion averages, for example, were within limits of 4.3 per cent and 7.2 per cent for all 
cities. The figures representing the combined amounts for life insurance premiums, 
savings, and payments on debts incurred prior to the survey year varied not more than 
2 per cent throughout the range of averages for all 12 cities, and centred around 9 
per cent. Net  savings were by no means as high as this however, since the value of 
accounts outstanding on September 30 for the survey year averaged nearly 5 per cent of 
total expenditures. Other approximate expenditure percentages for all families in the 
12 citIes were as follows; 	omu furnishjns and maintenence 7 per cent, health 4 per cent, 
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personal care 2 per cent, motor car 4 per cent, other transportation 2 per cent, educa- 

P tion and vocation 1 per cent, and community welfare and gifts 3 per cent. Giftg include 
only items to persons not members of the family. The proportion of families owning motor 
cars varied according to regions. In the Maritimes about one-third of survey families 
were oar owners, in Quebec about one-tenth, in Ontario nearly one-half, and in western 
cities about one-third. 

The principal value of suimnary results presented at this time is to provide a 
basis of comparing the living expenditure patterns of the same type of Canadian wage-
earner families with similar average annual earnings in representative Canadian cities. 
This is quite different from a comparison of average levels of living from city to city. 
Census records indicate that the proportion of families with annual earnings ranging 
between $450 and *2,500 differs materially from one city to another. Consequently, in 
order to obtain an earnings sample representative of each city, it would have been 
necessary to remove any limits upon family earnings and to increase the number of records 
collected. A further limitation concerning family composition was also imposed to in-
crease the accuracy of cross-sectional comparisons of living expenditures. The proportion 
of wage-earner families with no children varies considerably from one region to another, 
and a purely random sample without regard to the presence or absence of children,there-
fore, would have yielded city averages of persons and children per family that differed 
materially. The plan which was followed produced city averages of persons per family 
which in British families, for example, ranged only from 4.8 to 4.0 while corresponding 
city averages of children per family varied only from 2.7 to 1.8. The average number of 
rooms per person ranged between limits of 1.3 and 0.9. These facts serve to illustrate 
that the present survey was planned to examine family living expenditure patterns in 
different cities for the same type of family in generally comparable economic circum-
stances. Any comparison of average living standards from city to city must take account 
also of differences in earnings levels and other related factors. 

More detailed results which are to follow will show average annual purchases 
of the principal items entering into wage-earner family budgets. This material will 
provide much useful market data concerning family average consumption of individual 
conmiodities, and also will make possible the preparation of typical wage-earner family 
budgets of use in measuring the adequacy wage levels and in making accurate measurements 
of changes in living costs. Exact records of food purchases for one week during the 
survey period will also provide much data concerning family diets and conditions of 
nutrition. This is to be supplemented by comparable records for one week in February 
and May 1939. 




