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Higher West of the Rockies

Th e  a v e r a g e  Western consumer is now 
paying about 12 percent more for the 
standard marketbasket of goods and services 

than he did in the 1957-59 period, while his 
counterpart elsewhere is paying just about 9 
percent more. What are the sources of this dis
proportionate price increase? And what does 
this entail for the actual dollar spending of 
Western households? A glance at the long 
sweep of history, and a more detailed look at 
the record of the more recent past, may fur
nish some perspective. The yardstick used in 
making this price comparison is a population- 
weighted composite of the consumer price in
dexes developed by the Bureau of Labor Sta
tistics for four major Western cities— Los An
geles, San Francisco, Seattle, and Portland.

Regional pressures in price pressures over 
the postwar period have generally varied in 
accordance with differences in regional growth 
rates. During the inflationary 1946-50 period, 
prices rose rapidly in the West— but they rose 
even more rapidly in faster-growing regions 
elsewhere. Conversely, during the Korean
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War period, District states far outgrew the 
rest of the nation and price increases in those 
states far exceeded national price increases.

Throughout the post-Korea period, rela
tive price movements continued to reflect rela
tive growth trends. The differential in price 
movements widened in the late 1950’s, when 
the West outgrew other regions more rapidly 
than in any other postwar period, and this 
differential continued but by a reduced margin 
as the growth differential in the West’s favor 
narrowed during the 1960’s.

The consumer nationwide paid 9.3 percent 
more for the standard marketbasket in the 
first half of 1965 than in the 1957-59 base 
period, but consumers in each of the major 
Western metropolitan areas experienced even 
greater price increases— 12.3 percent in Los 
Angeles, 12.6 percent in San Francisco, 10.3 
percent in Seattle, and 10.4 percent in Port
land. The composite index for these four areas 
thus outpaced the national index, and so too 
did each major category of that index (ex
cept health and recreaton).

Food and fashion
Western food prices— up 9.5 percent since 

the base period— have risen more than the 
7.6 percent increase in the national index, be
cause of substantial increases in restaurant 
costs and the greater importance of restaurant- 
consumed food in the Western consumer’s 
budget. On the other hand, the cost of food 
prepared at home has risen somewhat more 
slowly in the West than in the rest of the na
tion. Bargain prices for meat, fish, and poul
try in Los Angeles have more than balanced 
the relatively rapid increases in other food 
categories in that and other cities.

Western apparel prices have risen 8.5 per
cent, or somewhat more than the 6.2-percent 
national gain. Prices here have outdistanced 
prices elsewhere in both men-and-boys’ wear
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A LA CARTE
(1946)

S o u p ................................................$ .15
Lamb chops and potatoes . . .  .90
P e a s ......................................................... 25
P i e ...............................................................15
W i n e ......................................................... 25

$1.70
T a x .....................................................  .05
T o t a l ................................................$1.75

and women-and-girls’ wear. The milder West
ern climate may provide part of the explana
tion, since the prices of cotton items generally 
have increased more than those of woolen ap
parel.

On the road
Transportation prices, in the West as in the 

rest of the nation, have risen far more sharply 
than in the food and apparel categories. De
spite stable or falling new-car prices, the trans
portation component has increased 15.6 per
cent in the West and 11.0 percent in the na
tion since the 1957-59 base period. Rising 
costs— especially in Los Angeles— have re
flected the rise in auto-liability insurance rates 
brought about by substantial increases in re
pair costs, medical costs, and insurance 
claims.

Public transportation fares meanwhile have 
risen even faster than private transportation 
costs. The one exception is San Francisco; in 
this city (as in New York) transport price 
pressures have been moderated by municipal 
operation and a relatively concentrated pop
ulation.

At home and in bed
A somewhat comparable price movement 

has occurred in the housing market— the most 
localized of major consumer markets— with a 
13.4-percent increase in this area versus an 
8.2-percent increase elsewhere. Rising hous
ing costs in the West have reflected rapid pop
ulation shifts, high and rising wages in con
struction, and rapidly rising land prices. Not

surprisingly, then, recent increases in home- 
ownership costs have been as much as two 
times the national increase (in Los Angeles) 
and increases in rental costs have been as much 
as 2Vi times the national increase (in San 
Francisco). San Francisco has been some
what like Boston and New York in this re
spect, since it has a premium on space as well 
as a concentration of single-person families 
over 65 or under 25. Seattle, on the other 
hand, has recently experienced a downtrend 
in both home-owner and rental costs, under 
the combined impact of defense-contract cut
backs and the closing of the World’s Fair.

The Western health-and-recreation cate
gory has risen 12.5 percent since 1957-59, as 
opposed to an even sharper (15.1 percent) in
crease nationwide. Increases in both medical 
costs and recreation costs were smaller here 
than elsewhere. A partial explanation may be 
that actual dollar spending by Western con
sumers was far higher in this category to be
gin with.

Cost of Western living
The effect on the average Western consum

er of these recent developments depends on 
both the increases in specific price categories 
and the basic pattern of consumer expendi
tures. The first of these is measured by con
tinuing price surveys, and the second by re
curring surveys of the composition of urban 
workers’ budgets. Thus, given a relatively 
constant pattern of spending, the price ana
lyst can estimate on the basis of current price

A LA CARTE 
(1965)

S o u p .............................. $ .40
Lamb chops and potatoes . . . 2.65
P e a s .....................................50
P ie ........................................ 30
W in e .....................................35

$420
Tax........................................ 17
T o t a l...............................$4.37
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W estern fam ilies spend more
than others in each budget category
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Note: Chart data based on survey of urban consumers’ budgets, 
adjusted by movements in consumer price indexes.
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Federal Reserve Bank of 
San Francisco

trends the dollar amounts spent by Western 
consumers on each major budget category.

In the 1957-59 base period, the urban 
worker’s annual budget averaged about 
$5,500 in the West and roughly $5,100 else
where in the nation. During that period the 
Western consumer spent about as much on 
clothing as his national counterpart, but he 
spent perhaps 5 percent more on both food 
and housing— and as much as 15-20 percent
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more on transportation and health-and-rec- 
reation.

Between the base period and today, the 
hypothetical Western consumer would have 
increased his spending about $10 monthly for 
food, $4 for apparel, $18 for housing, $11 for 
transportation, and over $12 for health and 
recreation. Consequently, in the first half of 
1965, his outlay for the standard market- 
basket would amount to almost $6,200 an
nually, as opposed to roughly $5,600 for his 
counterpart elsewhere.

These data indicate why “slightly higher 
West of the Rockies”— a standard phrase in 
advertising material for over a century— is 
still applicable in the 1960’s. They also serve 
as evidence of the pressures which a rapidly 
growing regional economy exerts on the cost 
of supplying consumer budget items.

New or expanded shopping centers, hous
ing tracts, and service industries have helped 
meet the demands of the West’s rapidly grow
ing consumer population throughout the re
cent past. Nonetheless, the greater-than-na- 
tional price increases recorded in almost every 
spending category provide some measure of 
the pressures involved in maintaining a 
greater-than-national growth rate.

— Adelle Foley
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