
COST-OF-LIVING COMPARISONS 
OASIS OR MIRAGE?

Congratulations! You've just been of
fered a promotion and a big raise. But the 
new job will involve a transfer to another 
city, rumored to be an expensive place to 
live, and you are concerned that the extra 
money in your paycheck might not cover 
the higher bills you would be paying. A 
prudent decision in your situation and in 
many other personal, business, and public 
affairs necessitates a comparison of living 
costs between cities or regions. But what 
information can be used for such a 
comparison?

The idea that first comes to mind is to 
look at Consumer Price Indexes (CPIs). 
Though CPIs give sound measurements of 
inflation within areas, they are not de
signed to permit comparison of living costs 
between areas. Publications of the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics clearly warn against 
such applications of the CPI. For example, 
"The Consumer Price Index: A Short 
Description" (1971) contains this explicit

Note; Condensed for publication by Patric ia  Faulk inberry  
from a staff  study writ ten by James T. Fergus.

warning: "The Consumer Price Index 
(C P I). . . measures changes in prices, which 
are the most important cause of changes 
in the cost of living, but it does not in
dicate how much families actually spend 
to defray their living expenses."

Part I of this analysis describes the 
characteristics that a cost-of-living 
measure must possess to be adequate for 
geographical comparisons and points out 
the shortcomings of using the CPI in that 
role. A more suitable alternative measure, 
the Bureau of Labor Statistics "fam ily bud
get" data, is then examined. Part II utilizes 
the budget data to compare living costs in 
southeastern cities with those in urban 
areas in other parts of the United States.

PART I: MEASURING GEOGRAPHICAL 
DIFFERENCES IN THE COST OF LIVING

Criteria For An Adequate Cost-of-Living 
Measure. What is the "cost of living?" 
When we seek to compare the cost of 
living in different locations, we are looking 
for estimates of the income required to 
maintain equal states of satisfaction,
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comfort, and well-being in each location. 
To provide a basis for meaningful geo
graphical comparisons, a cost-of-living 
measure should reflect not only dif
ferences in prices of goods and services 
but also differences in the amounts and 
kinds of goods and services required to 
sustain a given standard of living. Thus,our 
requirements of an adequate cost-of-living 
measure are two: It must include geo
graphically determined (location-specific) 
influences on living expenses while ex
cluding all demographically determined 
(consumer-specific) variations.

A measurement of the cost of living is 
the product of two components —the 
amount of goods and services purchased 
and the prices paid for them. And, if we 
want to monitor living cost differences 
over time, changes in quantities and prices 
become significant. To help us evaluate 
the thoroughness with which available 
cost-of-living measures detect geograph
ically determined variations, we can clas
sify the numerous sources of living cost 
differences according to whether they 
affect the price level, price change, quan
tity mix, or quantity change components 
of living expenses.

Examples of price variations abound. 
Locally produced commodities usually 
carry lower price tags than goods which 
must be transported over long distances 
and undergo extensive handling. The ef
ficiency and adequacy of various means of 
transport into an area affect price levels in 
a similar way. Differences in local regula
tions, such as building codes, zoning or
dinances, and licensing practices, may 
create variations in the costs of regulated 
goods and services. State and local prop
erty, income, and sales taxes represent the 
cost of public services provided to resi
dents and vary according to the quantity 
and quality of services offered at each 
location.

The most obvious influence on quantity 
levels or consumption mix that we do want 
a living cost measure to reflect is climate. 
Larger expenditures for heating, home insu
lation, and clothing are required to main
tain a particular comfort level in colder 
areas; air conditioning outlays are greater 
in warmer climates. Water treatment costs 
vary with local environmental conditions.

A living cost measure must also detect

any changes that occur in the prices and 
quantities required to sustain a given stan
dard of living if geographical comparisons 
are to be realistic. Prolonged discrepancies 
in the rate of inflation for various goods 
and services foster substitution of cheaper 
products for more expensive items, altering 
budget composition. If substitutions are 
not uniform among regions, distortions 
creep into geographical comparisons.

Evaluating Available Measures of the 
Cost of Living. How well do available 
measures of the cost of living meet the 
tests of adequacy we have established? 
Here we will consider two: the Consumer 
Price Index, frequently referred to as the 
"cost-of-living index," and a less well- 
known measure, family budget estimates.1

Both measures are produced by the U. S. 
Department of Labor's Bureau of Labor 
Statistics. CPIs are calculated quarterly for 
23 urban areas; family budget estimates 
are published annually for 44 areas, in
cluding 40 standard metropolitan statis
tical areas. Price information that goes 
into an area's CPI is standardized for 
"urban wage earners and clerical workers," 
weighted according to a preselected 
"market basket" of consumer items, and 
converted to an index based on the aver
age price of the identical basket in 1967. 
(So, 1967 = 100.) Dollar estimates of fam
ily budgets are prepared for three distinct 
standards of living —lower, intermediate, 
and higher; the family is specified as a 38- 
year-old husband working full time, his 
nonworking wife, a boy of 13, and a girl of 
8. The intermediate-level family budget is 
the basis for all comparisons made in this 
article.

Are there any major differences in 
results if one uses the CPI rather than 
budget estimates to calculate relative 
living costs in U. S. cities? Chart 1 answers 
this question with a resounding "yes." To 
compare the CPI (in index form) with the 
budget estimates (in dollars), living cost 
estimates have been ranked from highest

*A third measure, the "Inter-City Cost-of-Living Index, is produced quarterly 
by the American Chamber of Commerce Researchers Association Its 
advantage of coverage of a large number of cities (varying from 160 to 180) is 
offset by the small number of items sampled (43), the informality of its data 
collection methods (the data are collected by personnel of participating 
Chambers of Commerce), and the relatively high income level for which the 
budget is defined (a middle-management executive family of four with an 
annual income of $18,000 to $20,000)
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CHART 1

Ranking of Cost of Living In Late 1975, of Urban 
Areas Based On CPI and Family Budget Data

RANKING BASED 
ON INTER MED.

to lowest for the 23 urban areas for which 
both measures were available for autumn 
1975. Living cost rank according to the 
budget data forms the vertical axis of the 
chart; the horizontal axis indicates rank 
according to CPIs, with 1 representing the 
highest cost of living on both scales. Each 
point represents a city; its rank according 
to each measure can thus be easily read.

A close correspondence between the 
rankings would produce a cluster of points 
around the dashed line. The wide scatter 
of points illustrates the divergence of the 
two measures. This is not surprising 
because the CPI measures price changes 
while the budgets track living cost levels. 
Note that the city which ranked highest in 
living costs according to family budgets 
fell lowest in the CPI ranking. Since the 
data show virtually no association of the 
two measures, we must conclude that 
despite its frequent use, the CPI is not a 
reliable indicator of the relative costs of 
living in U. S. cities.

Lack of agreement between the mea
sures raises the question of where the 
strengths and weaknesses of each lie. The 
CPI and budget measures are evaluated as 
cost-of-living measures in the next two 
parts of this discussion.

An Appraisal of the Consumer Price 
Index as a Cost-of-Living Measure. The
Consumer Price Index is the most familiar 
measure of price trends. Despite its com
mon designation as the “ cost-of-living 
index," it is not designed and was not 
intended for geographical comparisons of 
the cost of living as we have defined it. Its 
primary function is to measure price 
change within particular geographical 
areas; the following evaluation of the CPI 
against the criteria we have established 
suggests that it has many shortcomings 
when used for comparing living costs in 
one area with those in another.

The greatest drawback in comparing 
CPIs from city to city is that they give no 
indication of differences in price levels. 
Since each area's price index is based on 
the 1967 price level, equal index values for 
different cities tell us only that prices have 
risen at equal percentage rates since 1967, 
not that price levels are identical. If prices 
in two cities rose by 25 percent between 
1967 and 1975, the 1975 CPI for both of 
them would be 125. This would be true 
even though the price level in one city 
were substantially greater.

There are weaknesses in CPI coverage of 
quantity factors as well. Though the mar
ket basket of items whose prices are in
cluded in the CPI includes an exhaustive 
array of products and services,2 it omits 
income and personal property taxes. And, 
since the aim of the CPI is to measure 
price changes, the market basket of goods 
and services in each area is purposely held 
constant over several years. Thus, it is only 
when infrequent revisions of market basket 
contents and price weights occur3 that 
changes in consumption patterns are de
tected. In the meantime, substitutions of 
other products for increasingly expensive 
goods can undermine the reliability of the 
market basket quantities.

CPI market baskets are not identical for 
all U. S. cities. Each city's basket is based 
on the actual consumption patterns of 
wage earners and clerical workers in the

2The following number of items is priced: 105 food items. 81 housing items, 77 
apparel and upkeep items, 34 transportation items, 99 health and recreation 
items, and 3 other goods and services items

3Such a revision is now under way and is scheduled for implementation in late 
1977 The revised expenditure weights and market basket will be based on a 
consumer expenditure survey conducted in 1972-73. The present set of weight 
was implemented in 1966, based on a 1960-61 expenditure survey
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area. To that extent, CPIs do detect geo
graphically determined differences in the 
quantity mix of goods and services pur
chased. But this approach to establishing 
expenditure weights allows the demo
graphic characteristics of each area to 
affect the composition of its market 
basket. Factors such as the average age or 
income of the population are reflected in 
the life styles and consumption patterns of 
the area. Thus, because these demographic 
influences are not held constant, con
sumer-specific influences are transmitted 
to CPI market baskets. The CPIs of dif
ferent cities, therefore, may reflect demo
graphic differences in addition to whatever 
geographic differences exist in costs of 
living.

Thus, the CPI adequately meets only one 
of the four requirements for geographical 
comparisons of the cost of living, the

of living expenses for a standardized 
family unit minimizes the influence of 
variations in the demographic charac
teristics of cities. But, the lack of adequate 
measurement of changes in the quantity 
mix over time plagues the family budget 
data as well as the CPIs. The most recent 
revision of family budget “ shopping lists" 
occurred in the mid-1960s; plans for 
another update of expenditure weights 
await completion of a full review of the 
procedure for budget estimation.

Examining the "scoreboard" for the 
family budgets, note that they provide an 
adequate basis for geographical com
parisons of living costs for three out of 
four influences. Comparing the family 
budget score with that of the CPI suggests 
that the budgets offer a conceptually su
perior means of measuring living cost 
differentials.

CONSUMER PRICE INDEX
LEVEL CHANGE

PRICE

Q U A N TITY

— +

— —

+ indicates adequate representation 
—indicates inadequate representation

FAMILY BUDGET ESTIMATES 
LEVEL CHANGE

PRICE

Q U A N TITY

+ +

+ —

+ indicates adequate representation 
—indicates inadequate representation

monitoring of price changes. Its "scorecard" 
summarizes its performance.

Urban Family Budgets: A Better Tool for 
Living Cost Comparisons. Family budget 
estimates are designed to reveal "how 
much it costs, at current price levels, to 
purchase the specified lists of goods and 
services drawn up to represent different 
levels of living."4 This definition itself tells 
us that budget estimates incorporate both 
price levels and price changes. The prices 
that are collected for the CPI and some 
supplementary data provide the raw 
material for the estimates.

The quantities of goods and services 
needed to satisfy a given standard of living 
are represented more fully in family bud
get data than in the CPIs. The measurement

4U. S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, "Three Budgets for an Urban Family of Four 
Persons, 1969-70 ' (Supplement to Bulletin 1570-5, 1972), p 1.

Guideposts for Users of Cost-of-Living 
Data. Despite their conceptual superiority, 
potential users of family budget estimates 
should be aware of several considerations 
which limit the applicability of the data 
and cause some distortions in geographic 
comparisons. Perhaps chief among these is 
the specific definition of the character
istics of the family unit whose budget is 
calculated. The Bureau of Labor Statistics 
has developed equivalence factors that 
may be used to adjust the data so that 
they pertain to users whose family size 
and characteristics differ from the stan
dard four persons described earlier, but 
the resulting alterations sometimes appear 
unreasonable.

Even a family whose characteristics 
closely approximate the budget family's 
features will probably deviate from the 
average expenditure pattern in at least 
some respects. Unique family needs and
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tastes require that particular attention be 
paid to relative costs of items demanded 
in greater- or lower-than-average quantities 
if the living cost comparison is to be 
useful.

Value judgments have crept into the 
budget specifications so that measure
ments are based on desirable rather than 
actual consumption patterns. The ex
clusion of all tobacco products from the 
list of items priced is one example; another 
is that the cost of medical insurance 
premiums is included at all budget levels, 
when, in fact, many low-income families 
spend very little for medical care or take 
advantage of clinic treatments provided at 
public expense. The Department of 
Agriculture's specifications for a 
"nutritional diet" are used as the 
definition of the amounts and kinds of 
food items included in the family budgets. 
The sampling of rents and home prices 
excludes dwellings that do not meet stan
dards for adequate housing. Of course, 
acceptance of the food and housing 
standards is based on the budget- 
compiler's judgment. Similarly, income 
ranges that delimit the lower, intermediate, 
and higher level living standards have been 
somewhat arbitrarily chosen and cover 
only a limited segment of the wide spec
trum of possible living conditions.

Other problems arise from revisions of 
budget data. Users making long-term 
comparisons of living cost estimates 
should be aware that occasional changes 
in living standard definitions have inter
rupted the continuity of the data series 
and impaired its comparability over time. 
Infrequent revisions of the quantities of 
goods and services specified by the bud
gets have caused the living cost estimates 
to lose touch with basic changes in 
consumption patterns (such as increased 
patronage of fast-food restaurants and 
changes in energy usage). As a result, living 
costs tend to be overstated because the 
substitution effects caused by sustained 
differences in inflation rates for various 
items go undetected.

Some of the assumptions made to 
simplify data collection and calculations 
also undermine the realism of budget 
estimates. The cost of housing as defined 
for the budgets includes home mortgage 
payments in total. It can be argued that

only the interest expense should be 
counted, as the equity investment is even
tually returned to the owner when the 
house is sold. The tax bill included in 
budget estimates is calculated using the 
standard deduction; it is probably over
stated in areas where the percentage of 
homeownership is relatively high and more 
families reduce their taxes by itemizing 
deductions.

PART II: COST-OF-LIVING COM
PARISONS: SOUTHEASTERN VS. OTHER 
METROPOLITAN AREAS

How do living costs in cities of the 
Southeast5 compare with those in urban 
areas of other parts of the nation? Have 
expenses risen more or less rapidly in the 
Southeast in recent years? If there are 
differences, what kinds of expenditures 
help explain them? The urban family bud
get estimates described and appraised in 
Part I can be put to work in answering 
such questions.

Southeastern Living Costs Are Low but 
Gaining. The cost of living in southeastern 
cities has been and remains low compared 
to the majority of urban areas in other sec
tions of the U. S. The four southeastern 
cities of Atlanta, Nashville, Baton Rouge, 
and Orlando ranked in the bottom quarter 
of the 44 areas included in the intermedi
ate level family budget surveys of 1970 
and 1975 despite greater increases in living 
costs relative to other areas in the first two 
during that time period (see Chart 2).
Table 1 compares regional average in
flation rates to those experienced by the 
southeastern cities. The four-city average 
rate slightly exceeded rates of broader 
regions, including the South; Atlanta's 7.5- 
percent advance in the cost of living was 
outpaced only by Boston's 7.7 percent. 
Recent rapid price increases have not been 
sharp or prolonged enough to erase the 
living cost advantages enjoyed by south
eastern city dwellers, however.

Sources of Differences in the Cost of 
Living. To isolate the expenditure cate
gories that account for the relatively low 
cost of an intermediate standard of living 
in the Southeast, Table 2 presents each

5The Southeast here refers to those states entirely or partially within the Sixth 
Federal Reserve District-Alabama, Florida, Ceorgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, and 
Tennessee
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TABLE 1

ANNUAL RATE OF CHANGE IN THE COST 
OF AN INTERMEDIATE STANDARD OF LIVING 

SPRING 1970 TO AUTUMN 1975
(Percent Change at an Annual Rate)

Geographic Area

United States 
Northeast 
North Central 
West 
South 

Southeast 
Atlanta, Georgia 
Baton Rouge, Louisiana 
Nashville, Tennessee 
Orlando, Florida

Percent Increase

6̂ 8
6.9 
6.6 
6.8
6.9
7.0
7.5
6.6
7.0
6.9

Source: Computed from data contained in U. S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics, “3 Budgets for an Urban Family of Four Persons, 
1969-70" (1972), and “ BLS Revises Estimates for Urban 
Family Budgets and Comparative Indexes for Selected Urban 
Areas, Autumn 1975” (May 5,1976).

1 Regional percent changes are simple averages of urban metropolitan 
area percent changes.

type of living expense in the southeastern 
cities as a percentage of average expenses 
in urban areas of the entire country. 
Examination of these percentages reveals 
that personal income taxes and outlays for 
housing expenses were much lower in all 
four southeastern cities in the fall of 1975. 
Families in at least one of the southeastern 
cities spent less than the norm in every 
expense category.

Personal income taxes show the most 
striking differences. Since tax liabilities are 
based on total budget requirements, which 
are lower in southeastern cities, smaller tax 
bills result from applying lower tax rates to 
lower income levels. The absence or 
relatively low rate of state and local in
come taxation also holds down tax outlays 
in southeastern budgets. Moreover, the 
estimates of income tax payments in
cluded in southeastern budgets are prob
ably overstated. A relatively large share of 
families in the South own homes and prob
ably benefit from itemized deductions, 
which are not reflected in budget tax 
estimates.

The lower grocery bills indicated by 
budget estimates for southeastern cities 
are suspect on conceptual grounds. The 
list of food items priced in calculating 
family budgets of various areas has been
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TABLE 2

COST OF INTERMEDIATE BUDGET ITEMS IN SOUTHEASTERN CITIES 
AS A PERCENTAGE OF URBAN U. S. AVERAGE, AUTUMN 1975

Urban U. S. Atlanta, Nashville, Orlando, Baton Rouge,
Average Georgia Tennessee Florida Louisiana

Total 100.00 92̂ 5 9 T A  89̂ 3 89̂ 9
Consumption 100.00 93.6 94.5 92.4 92.2

Food 100.00 97.9 93.2 89.1 99.2
Housing 100.00 82.9 90.1 89.3 79.1
Transportation 100.00 97.0 101.0 100.0 99.1 
Clothing and

Personal Care 100.00 98.8 102.2 90.5 101.2
Medical Care 100.00 96.7 87.3 103.4 82.7
Other Consumption 100.00 101.7 102.0 101.9 99.0

Other Costs1 100.00 96.3 96.9 95.6 95.4

Social Security and
Disability 100.00 98.9 98.2 96.0 96.8

Personal Income Taxes 100.00 82.4 69.4 66.7 72.3

Source: Computed from data contained in U. S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, "BLS Revises Estimates for Urban Family Budgets and Comparative 
Indexes for Selected Urban Areas, Autumn 1975" (May 5,1976).

1 “Other Costs” include allowances for gifts, contributions, life insurance premiums, and occupational expenses.

standardized for nutrition content, but 
some variations have been retained to 
allow for regional differences in food 
preferences. The Agriculture Department 
Food Consumption Survey that has been 
used to establish regional tastes found that 
consumption of certain low-cost food 
products was relatively high in the South.
If the greater quantities of these foods on 
the grocery lists for southern cities reflect 
the lower income levels rather than the 
tastes of the region, family food budget 
estimates do not pertain to comparable 
standards of living in all regions.

Other measurements of food costs cast 
further suspicion on the low food budget 
estimates for southern cities. When a uni
form market basket of food products was 
priced in each region of the U. S. in 1966, 
the South's food prices exactly equaled the 
national average; family budget data for 
1966 estimated food costs in the South at 
5 percent below the national average.6 
This sketchy evidence, viewed in light of 
the dubious allowance for taste dif
ferences, suggests that variations in the

6) Peter Mattila, "Metropolitan Living Costs, Labor Costs, and Regional 
Variation: Comment," Southern Economic Journal, Vol 42, No 4 (April 1976), 
pp. 744-746

composition of the food basket rather than 
price differences account for southern 
cities' relative advantage in food costs, 
limiting the usefulness of the data in 
regional comparisons. The differences 
from the national norm shown by 
Nashville and Orlando food budgets, how
ever, are too great to be explained away 
entirely by compositional differences.

Substantial advantages for southeastern 
cities exist in other areas, notably housing 
expenditures, which range from 10 to 20 
percent below the national average. The 
milder climate, which reduces shelter con
struction costs and heating expenses, 
probably explains most of the differences. 
Low clothing expenses in Orlando also 
result from the warm weather and perhaps 
from a more casual mode of dress. An ex
tensive system of mass transit now benefits 
Atlanta area residents with low trans
portation costs but is not fully reflected in 
the budget quantities based on the 1960-61 
Consumer Expenditure Survey. Families in 
Baton Rouge and Nashville spend notably 
less than the average for medical care. The 
cumulative result of differences in living 
expenses is that the cost of living in the 
four southeastern cities ranged from 7.5 to
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TABLE3

PROPORTION OF METROPOLITAN AREAS 
EXHIBITING RATES OF COST INCREASE 

GREATER THAN THE U.S. URBAN AVERAGE, 
1970-1975, BY BUDGET CATEGORY AND REGION

Region

North
Budget Category1 Northeast Central South West

Food 3/8 6/14 6/10 3/8
Housing 3/8 2/14 8/10 5/8
Transportation 2/8 6/14 6/10 4/8
Clothing and

Personal
Care 5/8 6/14 5/10 4/8

Medical Care 2/8 5/14 5/10 2/8
Other Family

Consumption 6/8 7/14 5/10 3/8
Other Costs 3/8 2/14 6/10 4/8
Personal Income

Taxes 6/8 6/14 4/10 4/8

’ Social Security and disability payments have been excluded because 
the percentage change varied so little between metropolitan areas 
to be inconsequential.

TABLE4

RANKING OF PERCENTAGE CHANGE 
IN LIVING EXPENSES, 1970-1975,
FOR AN INTERMEDIATE BUDGET,

BY BUDGET CATEGORY, FOR FOUR 
SOUTHEASTERN METROPOLITAN AREAS

Metropolitan Areas 

Baton
Budget Category Atlanta Rouge Nashville Orlando

Food 1 11* 7* 23*
Housing 5* 30* 12* 7
Transportation 17* 31* 13* 1
Clothing and

Personal
Care 14* 8* 3* 25*

Medical Care 3* 38* 20* 6
Other Family

Consumption 19* 17* 19* 13*
Other Items 3* 21* 8* 8*
Personal Income

Taxes 11* 31* 34 35*

‘ One or more additional U. S. urban areas experienced an identical 
increase and has the same ranking (e.g., the identical ranking of 
Nashville and Orlando for “Other Items").

Note: Of the 40 urban areas ranked, the most rapid increase in living 
expenses is ranked first; the next most rapid is ranked second, etc.

10.7 percent below the national average.
Sources of Cost-of-Living Increases. We

now know which types of expenses explain 
the Southeast's relatively low cost of liv
ing. Pinpointing the costs which have risen 
the most rapidly in recent years will tell us 
if those relative advantages are broadening 
or dwindling and if new advantages are 
developing. As we saw in Table 1, annual 
rates of change in total budgets varied 
little from region to region between 1970 
and 1975 because there were offsetting 
changes in individual components.
Analysis of changes in the budget compo
nents tells a more interesting tale.

The ratios in Table 3 give a rough 
overview of regional inflation of living 
costs by expenditure categories. Each frac
tion indicates the proportion of the 
region's cities which experienced greater- 
than-average increases in that particular 
type of living expense between 1970 and 
1975. The upper number (numerator) shows 
how many metropolitan areas in a par
ticular region have cost increases of a 
specific type greater than the U. S. urban 
average. This number is divided by the 
total number of metropolitan areas within 
each region for which budget data are

available: 8 in the Northeast, 14 in the 
North Central, 10 in the South, and 8 in 
the West.7

The more rapid overall inflation of living 
costs in the South stands out. Only in the 
tax category did less than half of southern 
cities experience above-average inflation.
In four expenditure classes, including the 
key food, housing, and transportation cate
gories, greater-than-average cost gains 
appeared in over half of the southern 
cities sampled.

The prevalence of above-average in
creases in southern living costs contrasts 
sharply with the experience of the North 
Central states. For that region, in every 
expenditure category, half or more of the 
metropolitan areas had below-average cost 
increases. Cost increases in the north
eastern region also are below average; and 
the larger gains are concentrated in ex
penditure categories of secondary im
portance. The West has experienced cost

7The proportions shown in Table 3 assign an equal weight to each city 
regardless of population Furthermore, they show only whether price increases 
in an area fall above or below the U S. urban average without reference to 
the magnitude or the statistical significance of the divergence from this level
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increases at approximately the average 
rate for the nation.

Table 4 extends the examination of 
relative rates of change in various living 
costs to the four southeastern cities. Each 
number denotes where that city fell in a 
ranking of the rate of increase in family 
budgets in metropolitan areas for each 
type of living expense, 1970-75. The city 
which ranked first had the most rapid cost 
advances of any of the 40 cities ranked, as 
did Atlanta in the food category and 
Orlando in transportation costs. One 
immediately notices the relative rapidity 
of Atlanta's price changes in all categories; 
Baton Rouge appears to have experienced 
unusual stability of living costs. In general, 
price increases have been chipping away 
the cost advantages of southeastern cities 
in food and housing; the relatively slow 
climb in personal income tax payments has 
maintained or improved the Southeast's 
advantage in tax outlays.

Geographic comparisons of family 
budget data thus bear out the common 
belief that the cost of living in south
eastern cities is significantly lower than in

the metropolitan areas of other regions. 
Relative living cost advantages have per
sisted despite comparatively large in
creases in living expenses, particularly in 
food and housing expenditures, which have 
been major sources of the Southeast's 
benefits. The area's cities are holding on to 
their edge in personal income tax outlays. 
One southeastern c ity— Atlanta —has 
experienced unusually rapid inflation of 
living costs. ■
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