
Shortcomings of GDP 
No, GDP Per Capita Isn’t the Whole 

Story: A Broader Look at Prosperity in 
Canada and the US



Is GDP still relevant?



Our world is driven by data.

U.S. Federal ReserveIRCC

“The problem … is 
simple: we need more 
people,” citing “about 
one million job 
vacancies across the 
country.”

Government of Alberta President Trump



But data isn’t “fact” – methodology and interpretation matters.

U.S. Federal ReserveIRCC

“The problem … is 
simple: we need more 
people,” citing “about 
one million job 
vacancies across the 
country.”

Government of Alberta President Trump

Should IRCC increase 
immigration?

Job vacancy rate

Should the central bank 
lower rates?

Inflation rate

Should the GoA support 
unemployed youth?

Unemployment rate of Albertans 15 - 24

Would the U.S. be better 
with protectionism?

Trade deficit



Are Canadians better off than they were ten years ago?
Not according to per capita GDP.



Should we be concerned? Or is it a bad measure?

“The welfare of a nation can scarcely be 
inferred from a measure of national 

income.”

Economist Simon Kuznets

Criticism: 

• Not a good measure for Canada
• Ignores other important aspects of 

quality of life 
• Can be skewed by high earners



This measure of prosperity was created in a different time.

• The Great 
Depression was the 
foundation of 
today’s economic 
indicators

• Big decisions were 
made with big 
consequences

• A lot has changed 
since then



A Broader Look at 
Prosperity in Canada 
and the US 



Measuring Progress via the OECD’s How’s Life? database 

Limitations:
• Reporting inconsistencies (e.g., voting)
• Cross-country differences 
• Recency of indicators 

Methodology:
• Analyzed 39 of 71 analyzed
• Calculated % chg over the past decade
• Categorized increase as “good” or “bad”

Context matters:
• No single indicator is perfect, and some 

may matter more, but the set provides a 
fuller picture of prosperity and progress 
beyond GDP alone



Is Canada actually doing just fine?

• Canada outperforms the US on 28 of the 39 indicators.
• It also improved over time in about as many (19 compared to 18).
• But there are two areas where Canada and the U.S. are showing signs of 

trouble and one where Canada is clearly falling behind.



There are signs health has worsened in both countries.

Canada
• Substance-related deaths up
• More reporting poor health 
• Lack of social support rose 

significantly

US
• Substance-related deaths jumped 
• Life expectancy has fallen
• Lack of social support rose 

significantly



Safety has also worsened in the US but is a concern in Canada.

Canada
• Homicides and fatal car accidents 

have declined.
• Safety concerns rising: the share 

who don’t feel safe walking alone 
at night up from 20% to 26%

US
• Homicide rates up 50%
• Road deaths have increased
• More Americans say they don’t feel 

safe walking alone at night



Canada’s falling behind on measures of income and work – the 
indicators most closely tied to per capita GDP.

Both countries have seen progress but…

The average American is better off 
than a decade ago.

• After-tax incomes are up 21%.
• Median net wealth up 45%

So is the average Canadian but the 
gains are much smaller.

• After-tax incomes up only 11%.
• Median net wealth up 15%.
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Bottom line: there’s much more to the story, but per capita GDP still 
matters.

Canada outperforms the U.S. on 
many broad wellbeing indicators but 
that doesn’t mean all is well: 

• Canada is falling behind on 
measures of wealth and 
income. 

• Are real concerns when it 
comes to health, safety, and 
community.
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