
Cost of Living Project, Introduction to Sociology 

Objectives:   

 Become familiar with government document and data sources. 

 Practice reading and presenting data in tabular and/or chart form. 

 Become familiar with sources of variation in data 

 Develop sociological imagination 

o By trying to understand the types of financial constraints on American families 

o By assessing subjective choices that families must make as they try to conform with consumer 

norms 

o By becoming aware of the diversity  

 in income 

 due to the effects of race 

 due to the presence or absence of children 

 due to marital status 

 due to age 

 due to residence location 

 Develop skills that will be useful for writing the term paper 

Description of project:  

Each group of three or four students will choose a city in the United States, they will establish the median income  

and family size for that city by using the most recent data available from the Census Bureau’s American Factfinder.  

Each group will then use cost of living data from Department of Labor and food cost data from Department of 

Agriculture to calculate a budget for a family that is of the median income and size for the chosen city. 

 

Your findings in this project should not be viewed as either scientifically valid for all or most American families.  

This project has limited objectives and many shortcuts were taken to keep the project relatively simply while 

addressing the objectives stated above. All those shortcuts can lead to errors.  However this project is accurate 

enough to give a fairly accurate representation of the finances which underlie our material choices and also give 

you a subjective sense of the kinds of material choices we must make in our culture. 

Later on in this course we will be looking at poverty and stratification.  This project should give us some sense of 

the kind of financial constraints that underlie choices Americans must all make. 
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The Project:  step by step: 

Choose a city to use for the project  Schedule Y-1 — Married Filing Jointly or Qualifying Widow(er) 

1.    --------------------- 

2. Go to American Factfinder 

a. Find the 2006 page for the city that you have chosen 

i. What is the median household income for this city?  ---------------------- 

ii. What is the average (mean) household size for this city? ---------------------- 

iii. What is the median cost of housing?   ______________ 

3. Adjust the median household income for taxes (subtract the cost of taxes) ______________ 

a. This is the income figure that you will use 

i.  We are not going to arrive at a precise estimate because we are only using federal tax 

schedules to estimate. The actual cost of taxes would be higher. 

ii. Below are tax schedules you can use to calculate your income figure for married filers 

iii.  

 

 

 

 

iv. Use this table for head of household filers  

If taxable income is over-- But not over-- The tax is: 

$0 $11,200 10% of the amount over $0 

$11,200 $42,650 $1,120.00 plus 15% of the amount over 11,200 

$42,650 $110,100 $5,837.50 plus 25% of the amount over 42,650 

$110,100 $178,350 $22,700.00 plus 28% of the amount over 110,100 

$178,350 $349,700 $41,810.00 plus 33% of the amount over 178,350 

$349,700 no limit $98,355.50 plus 35% of the amount over 349,700 

  

If taxable income is over-- But not over-- The tax is: 

$0 $15,650 10% of the amount over $0 

$15,650 $63,700 $1,565.00 plus 15% of the amount over 15,650 

$63,700 $128,500 $8,772.50 plus 25% of the amount over 63,700 

$128,500 $195,850 $24,972.50 plus 28% of the amount over 128,500 

$195,850 $349,700 $43,830.50 plus 33% of the amount over 195,850 

$349,700 no limit $94,601.00 plus 35% of the amount over 349,700 
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4. Use the consumer expenditure percentages from 20051 to estimate household expenditures 

a. Food 

i. If our family spent the average (mean) percentage on food indicated in the above table 

for 2005 their cost would have been (calculate the % of dollars based on median income) 

1. Food (total)   _____________ 

a. Food at home  _____________ 

b. Food away from home _____________ 

b. Alcoholic beverages    _____________ 

c. Housing      _____________ 

d. Apparel and services    _____________ 

e. Transportation     _____________ 

i. Vehicles     _____________ 

ii. Gasoline and motor oil   _____________ 

iii. Other transportation   _____________ 

f. Healthcare     _____________ 

g. Entertainment     _____________ 

h. Personal care products and services  _____________ 

i. Reading      _____________ 

j. Education     _____________ 

k. Tobacco products and smoking supplies  _____________ 

l. Misc.      _____________ 

m. Cash contributions    _____________ 

n. Personal Insurance and pensions   _____________ 

5. Adjust the food cost for the household 

a. Use the table below to adjust the food expenditure total for the household so that the cost of 

food reflects the size and income of the household you are making this estimate for. 

                                                             
1 U.S. Department of Labor, February 2007.  Consumer Expenditures in 2005, Bureau of Labor Statistics Report 998. 
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b. Size of your household  __________ times weekly cost per person 

______________=$_____________ 

c. This table gives weekly expenditures convert this to yearly expenditures by multiplying the 

weekly cost you calculated above by 52. 

a. Yearly cost _________________ 
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d. What variables did you use to make your adjustment and what reasons did you have for choosing 

those variables? 

i. Answer to 

d:______________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

6. Adjusting housing costs housing and food are two major expenses that are hard to control.  Why? 

a. Answer:________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

b. Compare the cost of housing that you calculated using the Consumer Expenditure Survey with 

the median housing cost you found at American factfinder. 

i. Calculated cost of housing   _______________ 

ii. Cost from American Factfinder  _______________ 

iii. Which number should you use given just this information? 

Explain._________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 
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c. 2006 national estimates in dollars are available from BLS (Bureau of Labor Statistics).   

i. Review the table excerpt below 

d. Which figures would best be used to estimate housing costs for the household you are typifying? 

Explain by stating the unspoken assumptions you are making about the household you are using 

in this example (race, location in urban area, owner vs. renter).  In actual research you would 

have operationalized all these variables early on, but for the purposes of this project this set of 

assumptions was left until this point for simplicity’s sake. 

i. -

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

e. How does the number you found in the above table compare with your calculated estimate and 

the number found at American Factfinder? 

i. ________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

ii. Which figure will you use?  

a. ________________________________ 

b. Why?_____________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________ 
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7. Putting the data together 

a. Summarize your findings by filling in the table below. 

b. There are 3 columns.   

i. Budget item is filled in for you.   

ii. Fill in the estimated expenditure using your calculations from page two of this handout 

(consumer expenditures) 

iii. Final decisions on expenditure in this estimate will depend on housing and food costs 

because these are lpossibly different from the calculated number in the Estimated 

Expenditure column 

1. Fill in the best estimate of costs for food and housing. 

a. Use the adjusted housing and food expense that your decided on 

earlier in the worksheet. 

2.  Adjust the rest of the expenditures to make the budget balance.  

Budget Item Estimated 
Expenditure 

Final decision on 
expenditure 

Food   

Alcoholic beverages   

Housing     

Apparel and services   

Transportation Total   

 Vehicles   

 Gasoline and motor oil   

 Other transportation   

Healthcare   

Entertainment      

Personal care products and services   

Reading    

Education    

Tobacco products and smoking supplies    

Misc.    

Cash contributions   

Personal Insurance and pensions   

Savings   

Total income Enter the median income you are using   

Total Expenditure (must match total income   
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8.  

 

 

Background Source Materials:  

This list of links is provided so that you can follow up on any material of interest or use some of the sources in a presentation or 

paper. 

http://factfinder.census.gov/home/saff/main.html?_lang=en American Factfinder 

http://www.cnpp.usda.gov/Publications/FoodPlans/MiscPubs/FoodPlans2007AdminReport.pdf  Thrifty food plan 2007 

http://www.cnpp.usda.gov/Publications/FoodPlans/2007/CostofFoodDec07.pdf  Cost of food for the month of Dec. 2007 

http://www.cnpp.usda.gov/USDAFoodCost-Home.htm  Cost of food – current and past data by month 

http://www.bls.gov/cex/  Bureau of Labor Statistics Consumer Expenditures index page 

http://www.bls.gov/cex/csxann05.pdf Consumer Expenditures in 2005  BLS report 

http://www.ers.usda.gov/Publications/ERR49/  Household Food Security in the United States, 2006 

http://www.bls.gov/cpi/cpifact5.htm  Why government estimates don’t always reflect your experience with costs 

http://www.yaleruddcenter.org/what/economics/resources_weblinks.html  Sources of information on food policy 

http://www.bls.gov/cex/2006/Standard/tenure.pdf  Housing cost estimates 
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