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Business Indicators � February 2006 

Household Spending Patterns in British Columbia 
Reflect New Consumer Lifestyles 

For businesses that are customer-focused 
and consumer-driven, spending patterns 
of households are a source of vital infor-
mation that can be used to develop knowl-
edge of specific consumer profiles and 
market demands. Data from the Survey of 
Household Spending (SHS) on goods and 
services can be used as a gauge in esti-
mating consumer purchasing power and 
market potential. 

In 2004, households in British Columbia 
spent an average of $64,266, an in-
crease of 6.5% from the previous year, 
and well above the inflation rate of 2.0% 
as measured by the Consumer Price 
Index (CPI). British Columbia was 
among three provinces that reported 
spending above the national average. 

Personal taxes accounted for an esti-
mated 19% of the average household 
budget, just over 1% more than in 2003. 
Shelter claimed 20%, while transporta-
tion represented 13%, food 11%, and 
clothing 4%, all about the same as the 
previous year. 

Much of the increase in spending is at-
tributable to the rising popularity of new 
communications services and digital 
home electronics. In the latter part of the 
20th century and the first five years of 
the 21st we have seen a myriad of 
changes, but the revolution in techno-
logical communications and digital elec-
tronics is arguably one of the most 
widely-felt changes. 

As more and more Canadians jump on 
the technology bandwagon, changes in 
the relationships of new technology with 
consumer demographics becomes an im-
portant avenue for business and house-
holds alike. The shift toward a knowledge-
based society is reflected in the choices 
that consumers make and the patterns 
manifested by these choices. 

 
The changing face of communications 

BC has historically spent more than the 
Canadian average on communications 
services.  However, in 2004 the average 
spending by British Columbian house-
holds on telephone services ($655) was 
below the Canadian average ($664) for 
the first time. 

Since 1997, spending on telephone ser-
vices has begun to drop as competition 
between phone companies and other 
forms of communications escalates.1 In 
1997, nearly 80% of the average British 
Columbian household’s expenditure on 
communications was spent on conven-
tional telephone equipment and ser-
vices. By 2004, this share had dropped 
to just over 50%. According to the Con-
sumer Price Index (CPI), prices for tele-

                                            
1 Competition in local telephone service was ap-
proved in 1997. For further information and data on 
telecommunications in Canada and BC, see Tele-
communications Service in Canada: An Industry 
Overview published by Industry Canada. Available at: 
www.strategis.ic.gc.ca 
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phone services have remained relatively 
flat since 1998, so this drop can be at-
tributed more to changing preferences 
in communications media than to a price 
deflation. 

As cellular phones become more wide-
spread, BC households are spending 
increasingly more on cell phone and re-
lated wireless services.  In 1997, the 
average household in BC spent $131 on 
these services and by 2004, only seven 
years later, households were spending 
an average of $380 for the same ser-
vices, an increase of almost threefold. 
Since 1997, BC has consistently spent 
more on cellular phone, pager and text 
messaging services than the average 
Canadian household and continued to 
do so in 2004. 

The percentage of British Columbian 
households reporting having at least 
one cell phone reached 63% in 2004, 
above the Canadian average of 59% 
and up 8.3% from 2003. The high per-
centage of households with cellular 
phones in the province is due in part to 
71% of Vancouver residences reporting 
having at least one cell phone. In the 

province’s capital, on the other hand, 
only 58% of households reported having 
at least one cell phone, slightly below 
the national average.2  

Households with the lowest incomes in 
BC spent an average of $140 on cell 
phone and other wireless services in 
2004—15.7% more than just one year 
earlier. Among households with the 
highest incomes, an average of $719 
was spent in 2004 on cellular services, 
up a sharp 16.7% from $616 in 2003. 

Given the rise in popularity of email and, 
more recently, web-logs, the Internet 
has become more and more popular as 
an alternative to traditional voice-traffic 
communication tools. Communications 
services suppliers have also begun of-
fering local and long distance services 
using Voice over Internet Protocol 
(VoIP) to transmit telephone calls. 

In 2004, as almost 7 out of 10 house-
holds reported having Internet from the 
home, Internet access services and 
online services together accounted for 
17% of British Columbian households’ 
expenditure on communications. This 
increase is even more significant when 
we take in to account that, according to 
the CPI, the cost to BC consumers for 
Internet access has remained relatively 
unchanged for the past five years. By 
comparison, these same forms of com-
munication accounted for a mere 4% in 
1997 when a little more than 2 out of 10 
households had internet access from 
the home. 

                                            
2 Throughout this text, the national average refers to 
a 10 province average as the Survey of Household 
Spending surveys the nation’s territories with less 
frequency than the provinces. 
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The Internet, along with the many tools 
it provides, is purported to be a relatively 
inexpensive form of communication. So, 
although only 17% of the province’s 
household communications budget went 
to Internet access and online services in 
2004, it is safe to say that a larger pro-
portion of total communication likely oc-
curred online. As of yet, basic email and 
other online messaging services are of-
fered to the consumer at no cost and, 
as such, much of the everyday overseas 
and local communication is conducted 
online. Household expenditure for Inter-
net services has been slightly higher in 
BC than in the rest of Canada, but the 
gap has narrowed over the past two re-
porting years (2003-2004). 

 
Recreational use of technology 
becomes commonplace 

Of course computers are not only used 
for communication purposes, nor is 
“surfing the net” the only recreational 
activity to be performed online. More 
and more British Columbians are using 
their home computers to download en-
tertainment material ranging from music 
to movies and video games. 

In 2004, the percentage of homes in 
British Columbia with a computer in-
creased from 47% in 1997 to 75%. As to 
be expected, spending on computer 
equipment and supplies has conse-
quently been rising, albeit on a more 
volatile scale than one might expect. 
This is due in part to the continuing de-
crease in the price of computers, which, 
according to the Consumer Price Index, 
fell 75% in Canada3 between 1997 and 
2004. The peak in spending on com-
puter equipment was recorded in 2000 
owing partially to the change in millen-
nium, and to the panic of Y2K computer 
failures. Although prices were lower in 
2004, average spending on computer 
equipment and supplies was still 
up 1.9% from 2003, reaching $383 per 
household. 

Even with the falling prices of com-
puters, the highest income households 
recorded an average expenditure of 
$804 on computer equipment and sup-
plies in 2004, up from $668 in 2003. BC 
households in the lowest income quintile 
also appear to have taken advantage of 
the falling prices for computer equip-
ment, as spending on equipment and 
supplies increased by a whopping 
64.4% from an average of $90 per 
household in 2003 to an average of 
$148 in the 2004. A record 29% of 
households reported buying new com-
puter hardware in 2004, a figure that 
has risen steadily every year since the 
Survey of Household Spending began. 

Video games continue to play a big role 
in recreational spending patterns in BC 
and the rest of Canada. Spending has 
risen significantly since 1997 as new 
consoles have emerged almost annu-
ally. The latest video game systems are 
always in high demand with children and 
                                            
3 Detailed BC-specific data not available. 
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remain among the top selling children‘s 
gifts. However, in BC, average house-
hold spending on video game equip-
ment and cartridges has slipped almost 
28% over the last two reporting years. 

 
DVD players head home 
entertainment innovation 

Average spending on home entertain-
ment equipment and services continues 
to rise with the ever increasing popular-
ity of DVD players, plasma and other flat 
screen televisions. Both equipment and 
service expenditures have risen signifi-
cantly over the past five years. 

Similar to the rest of the country, BC 
has experienced an explosive growth in 
DVD players with 70% of households 
reporting them. This is a considerable 
increase from the 56% recorded in 
2003. Relative to the Canadian average, 
a larger percentage of British Columbian 
households reported having at least one 
DVD player. 

Source: Statistics Canada 

It might be assumed that given the stark 
increase in purchases of DVD players, 
British Columbians would be quick to rid 
themselves of the rapidly-becoming-
archaic Video Cassette Recorders 
(VCRs). On the contrary, with 91% of 
households reporting having at least 
one VCR, the number has not yet 
shown signs of dropping, though it has 
remained relatively flat since 2000.   

One area that may be beginning to fall 
victim to the onslaught of newer, more 
desirable technologies is cablevision.  
Residences reporting having cable tele-
vision have dropped significantly since 
1997 at both the provincial (-10%) and 
national levels (-11%). This decrease 
appears to be mirroring the increase in 
households with home computers and 
would explain the adaptation of cable 
providers to offer high speed cable 
internet access as a means of retaining 
their share of the entertainment market. 
According to the Consumer Price Index, 
the cost of cablevision (including pay 
TV) in BC increased by 45% over the 
same period so the drop is not attribut-
able to lower prices for service. 
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Welcoming change while keeping 
traditions 

With the obvious increase in spending 
on electronic, wireless and digital forms 
of entertainment and communication in 
BC, one might expect a decrease in 
other, more long-standing vehicles of 
leisure and information acquisition.  
Such technological innovations are pur-
ported to encourage a more sedentary, 
sheltered lifestyle. So how are British 
Columbians spending their time and 
money outside the home? 

BC remains Canada’s most active prov-
ince; nearly 59% of British Columbians 
over the age of 12 obtain enough physi-
cal activity to achieve health benefits, 
while the Canadian average sits at 
44%.4 There are an estimated 840,000 
people registered in organized sports in 
B.C., of which roughly two-thirds are 
under the age of 18.5  

In 2004, BC households spent 25% 
more on sports and athletic equipment 
than Canada’s average. 

Spending on children’s toys and vehi-
cles, such as bicycles has changed 
minimally (+5.4%) since 1998. 

Spending on entertainment sought out 
of the home has remained relatively ro-
bust. The only substantive drop to occur 
was in spending on live sporting events 
in 2004, due mostly to the National 
Hockey League negotiations and the 
“lock-out” that ensued. 

Households reported a notable increase 
(+45%) in the average spent on live per-
forming arts in the last four reporting 
years, and in 2002 the GDP in perform-
                                            
4 2002/03 Canadian Community Health Survey 
5 Sport BC FAQs and Figures: www.sport.bc.ca  

ing arts, spectator sports and related 
industries in BC was $610.7 million. 

Despite the innovative new develop-
ments in home entertainment, appar-
ently British Columbians still seek the 
big screen experience of a movie thea-
tre as average expenditures at the box 
office have climbed consecutively every 
year since 1997. The increase in spend-
ing on home entertainment equipment 
and services does not appear to have 
resulted in a dwindling of spending at 
movie theatres, though average spend-
ing in movie theatres has been some-
what lacklustre considering the 
significant price increases over the past 
five years. 

Source: Statistics Canada 

As concerns rise  over the literacy of chil-
dren in this era of technological advances, 
BC has also managed to retain its reputa-
tion as the “book province”; households in 
the province still reported spending well 
above the national average on books and 
pamphlets every year. 

While newspapers have managed to 
maintain a relative stronghold in BC in 
the face of newer, more innovative 
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forms of information communication, 
average spending in the province’s 
households on newsprint has been 
slowly declining over the past 8 years. 
By 2004, average household spending 
on newspapers in the province had 
slipped just over 8% from 1999, while 
the CPI showed an increase in the av-
erage overall price paid by Canadian6 
(+15%) consumers for newspapers over 
the same period. 

Source: Statistics Canada 

British Columbians appear to be soaking 
up all of the exciting new technologies 
being developed while still pursuing the 
tried and tested sources of entertain-
ment, recreation and communications. 

The growing demand for communication 
services and electronics such as DVD 
players, cell phones, and high-speed 
Internet has inarguably powered sub-
stantial changes in the spending pat-
terns of British Columbian households in 
recent years. 

                                            
6 Detailed BC-specific data not available. 
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