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The American standard of living has risen dramatically during the twentieth
century.  Today, the average full-time employee works about 40 hours per week
rather than 60, and the average family spends just 15 percent of its income on
food today, compared to 44 percent in 1900.  We are producing and consuming
six times more goods and services, per person, than we were in 1900.  In addi-
tion, we typically live about 30 years longer today as we have successfully fought
many diseases.  In fact, the death rate from infectious diseases is just seven per-
cent of what it was a century ago, when the two biggest killers were pneumonia
and tuberculosis.

The United States eclipsed Britain as the world’s wealthiest major nation in
about 1903.  America retained this leadership position throughout the century as
open markets, technological advances, and waves of immigration created con-
tinual renewal and growth in our economy.  Today, Americans produce over one-
fifth of the world’s gross domestic product (GDP), and have average incomes about
20 percent higher than the Europeans or the Japanese.

Vast demographic and industrial changes have reshaped how and where
Americans live and work.  The American population has more than tripled during
this century, and was transformed from being 60 percent rural in 1900, to 75
percent urban today.  Millions migrated to the South and West, causing these two
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regions to balloon from 37 percent of the U.S. population in 1900 to 58 percent
today.  In addition, the country experienced a dramatic reduction in income
disparities between regions as economic growth greatly boosted personal in-
comes in many formerly poor states.

Americans also have a much different government today than a century
ago.  For one thing, it is much larger - taxes account for over 29 percent of the
nation’s GDP today, compared to just 6 percent a century ago.  In addition, the
structure of government has changed.  In 1900, local governments were re-
sponsible for 55 percent of all government spending.  Today, the federal gov-
ernment is dominant, with the responsibility for 68 percent of all government
spending.

This chartbook documents these and other changes by comparing graphical
snapshots of the economy in 1900 to the economy today.  The snapshots are
arranged into six sections focusing on:  America’s place in the world, regional
changes within the United States, our rising standard of living, the growth in
government, changes in the workforce, and the growth in international trade.
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Work Time Needed for the Average Worker
to Buy Selected Products

Product Beginning
of Century

End of
Century

Half gallon of milk 56 minutes 7 minutes

One-pound loaf of bread 16 minutes 3.5 minutes

Hershey chocolate bar 20 minutes 2.1 minutes

Three-pound chicken 2 hours 40 minutes 14 minutes

Pair of Levis jeans 9 hours 42 minutes 3 hours 24 minutes

100 kilowatt hours of electricity 107 hours 17 minutes 38 minutes

3 minute coast-to-coast phone call 90 hours 40 minutes 2 minutes

Source: Myths of Rich and Poor, Michael Cox and Richard Alm, 1999.
Items are for various years near the beginning and end of the century.
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American Housing and Appliances

Percent of Families... Beginning
of Century

End of
Century

Owning their own home 47% 66%
One or fewer persons per room 48% 97%
With running water 24% 99%
With a flush toilet 15% 99%
With electricity 3% 99%
With a telephone 5% 94%
With an automobile 1% 83%

Sources: Beginning of century from The American Economy, Stanley Lebergott, 1976.
End of century from American Housing Survey, Bureau of the Census.
Years shown are 1900 and mid-1900s.
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