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How Important is High- 
Technology Investment?

U.S. businesses invested an estimated $135.6 bil
lion on information processing and related equipment 
in 1992, or 2.3 percent of the nation’s gross domestic 
product (GDP). This category of the national income 
accounts includes office, computing and accounting 
machinery; communication equipment; instmments; 
photocopy and related equipment. Though such 
high-technology investment is highly visible, it may 
appear relatively insignificant when expressed as a 
percent of GDP. In fact, this category of investment 
has contributed importantly to investment trends in 
the U.S. economy.

The accompanying chart shows real 
plant and equipment spending relative to 
real GDP (both measured in 1987 prices) 
from 1959 to 1992. Plant and equipment 
investment rose relative to GDP until 1986, 
leveled off, and then fell during the 1990-91 
recession. The high-technology investment 
contribution boosted the relatively low 1992 
investment/GDP ratio of 10.5 percent. The 
dotted line on the chart shows the invest
ment/GDP ratio when information process
ing and related equipment are excluded 
from the total. Excluding such investment, 
the 1992 investment/GDP ratio was at its 
lowest level since World War II.

That the difference between the two lines 
in the chart widens over time indicates the 
growing importance of high-technology in
vestment, from about 5 percent of total 
plant and equipment investment in 1959 to

more than 30 percent in 1992. Contributing to this 
growth in the 1980s and early 1990s were reductions 
in the prices of such capital goods. The implicit price 
deflator for high-technology capital goods fell more 
than 20 percent from 1984 to 1992—a period when 
the general level of prices rose more than 32 percent.

—Keith M. Carlson
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1 Nonresidential fixed investm ent in  the  national incom e accounts.

2 H igh-technology investm ent is defined here  as  inform ation processing and 
related equipm ent in the national income accounts.
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