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Why We Are Actually Richer Than Ever  
 

Grim headlines sell. In a time filled with headlines of doom and gloom about 

the current financial picture of a typical American household, I can 

confidently make the case that we are richer than we have ever been 

before. No, I am not speaking about net worth or balance sheets, rather I am 

referring to an indisputable improvement in quality of life being driven by 

remarkable advances in technology.  

Falling wages, high debt, lack of preparedness for a retirement, these are 

themes coming across our phone screens every day. Government statistics 

are sometimes taken out of context and feed a negative storyline. It is 

relatively easy to twist an economic statistic into a narrative that paints a 

very different picture from what is actually happening. Yes, it is true that 

the rate of growth for household incomes has indeed been slow over the last 

few decades. However, what people are not talking about is an 

unprecedented improvement in living standards for all Americans.  

Because of technology, the standard of living for the typical American 

household is through the roof compared to the past. With technologies 

becoming better, cheaper, and overall more accessible to the average 

American, the many benefits may be developing so rapidly that few are 

taking note of this phenomenon. The problem with government measures of 

real income is that it is not able to quantify the improvements in the day-to-

day lives of Americans because of these new technologies.  

When we think of “real income,” we should understand it more fully as the 

power behind an individual’s access to the tools and resources that help 

them live out their lives. When stories are published about the slowing 

growth of the real income of Americans, these stories typically ignore how 

rapidly our society is advancing. The amount of information, resources, and 

power accessible per dollar, has never been greater. By this measure, 

Americans are living richer lives than at any time in history.  

The dilemma comes when using outdated statistical measures of 

performance in a digital era. Traditional yardsticks for of productivity were 

developed in a different time, when most things could be visually 

quantifiable. Today we lack the up-to-date measurement systems and tools 

to accurately depict the many life improvements technology has enabled.  

Imagine you owned a factory that created something we’ll call it a widget. 

Traditionally there are two variables that go into measuring the 

improvement of manufacturing a widgets. First, we measure how the design 
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of this widget changed year-over-year. Then we analyze how much more or less it costs to make that widget with 

its new design. Through this lens, if there is no cost associated with improving this widget, there was no 

improvement.  

The truth of the matter is that with the speed at which technology is changing, products typically are improved 

for little or no cost increase. The value to the consumer is being improved year-over-year, yet is not readily 

quantified with traditional reporting techniques. The government isn’t able to measure the improvement of 

perceived value of the widget, but only the increase of cost associated with any improvement.   

This problem is not limited to physical goods, it also effects the way service improvements are perceived and 

leads us to misinterpret the official estimates of quality change. Rather than measuring the amount of outputs a 

service could provide and putting a number on it, we should be looking at the level of inputs. Think for a moment  

how much easier is it to accomplish certain tasks than was the case just 1 or 2 years ago.  

In an effort to avoid the cliché Uber example, try this one on for size. Lets say 10 years ago you were living in a 

new area and needed to buy dog food. What are the next steps? Probably pulling out a phone book, looking up 

the address of a pet store, getting out a map, trying to navigate over to the store, and then driving home. Today 

you pic up your phone, say the name of the store, and are provided with turn by turn directions door to door. Or 

even better yet, open the Amazon app and after 15 seconds its on its way to be delivered to your house the same 

day. These types of improvements in the day-to-day life Americans are almost immeasurable.  

Another area where I believe measurement statistics have not kept up with technological advancements is in the 

value of new goods or services. This is simply because our new devices are doing so much more than they were 

even just 5 years ago. You probably have seen the now viral  Radio Shack ad from 1991, showcasing a full page of 

products ranging from a desktop computer, a telephone, a video camera, a cd player, calculator etc. For those 

readers born after 2000 Radio Shack is (was) a consumer electronics store before BestBuy or Amazon came along.  

Consider for a moment that every product on the Radio Shack page represents a capability present on most smart 

phones today. Adjusting for inflation, the cost to purchase all of those products would come out to about $5,000 

dollars. For an American with an income of $50,000, it would have required 10% of their total income to purchase 

those individual devices. These same capabilities can be had today for $500 by purchasing even an entry level 

smartphone, or just 1% of that total income. This amazing improvement came in just 26 years. 

Those familiar with Moore’s Law will probably not find any of the above surprising. Moore’s law was created by 

Gordon Moore, co founder of Intel, in 1965. He observed that the number of transistors per square inch on 

integrated circuits will double approximately every two years. Simply put, we are able to cram more and more 

computing power into devices that are getting smaller and smaller. In the above example, all the technology on 

that ad would've likely filled an entire room, compared to now it being able to all fit in your pocket.  

This example illustrates how traditional measurements of real income are missing the mark. People are 

empowered today to accomplish and access more — with fewer and fewer dollars. In this sense we are living 

richer lives today than we ever have. These benefits are difficult to quantify into a GDP number that we will see 

in the headlines. Yet, we know that it is middle class Americans who have benefited the most from Moore’s law. 

In our Radio Shack example, only the most wealthy families would have been able to acquire all of these gadgets 

and functionality. Today, it is relatively easily attainable for most people. A smart phone with capabilities far 

exceeding those of the products on the ad.  

More attention should be focused on how technological advancements have vastly improved the productivity and 

capabilities of the everyday American. Technology has positively impacted the prices of food, cars, clothing, and 

household items, making it easier for all households to have easier access to these items; including some that 

may have been considered luxuries. Its important to take a step back from the talking heads, and recognize the 

advancements we have experienced for what they are, incredible.  
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