FIGURE 1

Consumer Price Index, December 2007 through December 2008
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Note: Figure shows actual Consumer Price Index values for December 2007 through December 2008, along with two hypothetical
distributions (“stable” and “mirror”) that would produce the same end result.
Source: U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Consumer Price Index for All Urban Consumers.

This annual report has for decades
used the December-to-December CPI
figure as a standard measure, since
that figure covers the change in
prices from the middle of one academic year to the middle of the next.
It corresponds roughly to the point
at which survey data are submitted
to the AAUP each year. Figure 1
graphs three different trend lines for
the CPI over the course of the twelve
months from December 2007
through December 2008: one line
depicts the actual trend and the
other two depict hypothetical trends
for comparison. All three produce
the same end measurement, yet
their effects on faculty purchasing
power are very different. With a
hypothetical flat, or “stable,” middle
trend line, prices would have risen
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almost imperceptibly throughout the
period. Had this been the case, faculty
purchasing power would have increased, since individuals would likely have received raises at the beginning of a new academic year exceeding the minimal rate of inflation. Purchasing power would have fared even
better in the hypothetical “mirrorimage” scenario depicted by the
lower trend line on the chart. In that
situation, prices would have declined
during the spring and reached their
lowest point in midsummer, when
faculty salaries tend to be stretched a
little more than usual. Prices would
have begun to climb again only as
new salaries were kicking in for the
new academic year.
The actual price trend, however,
was the upper line, and it is anything

but flat. Overall prices rose by nearly
5 percent in the first half of the year
and did not begin to drop sharply
until October. Further, prices for
some major components of the overall CPI rose significantly during the
period: food and beverages were up
5.8 percent, housing was up 2.4 percent, and medical care was up 3.0
percent. Among major categories, only
transportation costs fell, as energy
prices plummeted in the second half
of the year after reaching record
highs. Thus, even though the change
in prices measured by the overall CPI
was minuscule, faculty consumers
can hardly be blamed for failing to
notice that silver lining amid the
darkening clouds on the horizon.
Given recent trends, it is little
wonder that faculty are finding no
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