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 26th November 2016 

 
Working for the taxman: the time needed at work to earn 

money for tax when making everyday purchases 
 
 
For most people, buying something means working to pay for it. The more expensive 
something is, the longer we have to work to earn the money to buy it. But how much of the 
time we spend working to buy something is needed to pay for the purchase itself, and how 
much is time spent working for the government to pay taxes?  
 
This paper shows how much longer someone on average earnings has to work to pay for 
an everyday purchase and how much of that time is spent working for the 
government to pay taxes – or at least the taxes that can be easily identified. It is not 
possible to accurately attribute many taxes (such as business rates, corporation tax and the 
aggregates levy) to either labour income or retail prices, so these results underestimate the 
time required to pay tax and overestimate the time needed to make the purchase itself. 
 
A worker on average hourly earnings of £12.03 would have to: 
 
§ Work 10 minutes to buy a £3.46 medium whole chicken, and a further 7 minutes 

to earn the money needed for the taxman (representing income tax and both 
employee national insurance and the so-called ‘employer’ national insurance, too). 

 
§ Work 2 hours and 26 minutes to pay for a £59 microwave, and a further 2 hours and 

27 minutes for the taxman (same taxes as above, plus VAT).  
 
§ Work 2 hours and 14 minutes to buy a £58 budget flight to Corfu, and a further 2 

hours and 35 minutes for the taxman (same taxes as above, but air passenger duty 
instead of VAT). 

 
§ Work 7 minutes to pay for the £5.39 average UK price of a bottle of wine, and a 

further 20 minutes for the taxman (income tax, both national insurance charges, 
VAT and wine duty).  

 
§ Work 34 minutes to buy a full tank of petrol worth £42.23 for a Ford Fiesta, and a 

further 2 hours and 56 minutes for the taxman (same taxes as above, but fuel duty 
instead of wine duty). 
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Sources and methodology 
 

1. UK average earnings were estimated at £12.03 by using the £11.75 figure from the 
ONS Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings for April 2015 (published December 2015) 
and increasing it by the OBR’s March 2016 forecast for earnings growth of 2.4 per 
cent in 2015-16. 

2. Tax figures for all items were calculated by adding taxes on labour income, i.e. 
income tax, employee national insurance and employer national insurance (see the 
TaxPayers’ Alliance The Single Income Tax (Heath et al, 2012) for further explanation 
of why employer national insurance is economically paid for by employees, even 
though administratively it is paid for by employers). 

3. The combined marginal tax rate for income taxes was therefore 40.2 per cent. This 
is calculated by dividing the net marginal earnings (i.e. £68 after £20 for income tax 
and £12 for employee national insurance has been deducted) on each £100 of gross 
marginal earnings by the cost to the employer of paying an employee that £100 (i.e., 
£113.80 after employer national insurance at 13.8 per cent has been added). 

4. VAT, alcohol duty, fuel duty and air passenger duty were also calculated as applicable. 

5. Items were selected to represent a mixture of typical and budget purchases for 
average consumers.  

6. Petrol was assumed to be £1.03 per litre, the average price reported by the AA for 
March 2016. A Ford Fiesta was selected to represent the capacity for a full tank of 
fuel as the best-selling car model in the UK. 

7. The average price for a bottle of wine in the UK is £5.39 according to Bibendum. 

8. Reiker shoes were the best-selling brand according to Footwear Today.  

9. A mid-price ticket at Old Trafford was selected because Manchester United is the 
most popular British football club measured by number of followers on social media. 

10. Other items were selected to represent a variety of common or typical purchases. 



 

55 Tufton Street, London, SW1P 3QL § www.taxpayersalliance.com § 0845 330 9554 (office hours) § 07795 084 113 (24 hours)     4 

 
Table 1: Working time needed to pay for the item cost and taxes for selected everyday purchases 
 
 

Item 
 Working time needed to pay for: 

Price (£) Tax (%) Tax and 
item cost Item cost Tax 

Ford Fiesta, 41l full tank of petrol 42.23 83.8 3h 30m 35s 0h 34m 04s 2h 56m 31s 
£20 purchase of petrol 20.00 83.8 1h 39m 44s 0h 16m 08s 1h 23m 36s 
Average bottle of wine 5.39 73.3 0h 26m 53s 0h 07m 10s 0h 19m 42s 
4-pack of 440ml Carlsberg cans 3.50 71.2 0h 17m 27s 0h 05m 02s 0h 12m 25s 
Economy class flight, Stansted to Corfu, Greece 58.00 53.6 4h 49m 14s 2h 14m 05s 2h 35m 08s 
Economy class flight, Manchester to Lahore, Pakistan 330.00 53.5 27h 25m 37s 12h 45m 48s 14h 39m 49s 
Amazon Fire tablet computer 79.99 50.2 6h 38m 53s 3h 18m 38s 3h 20m 16s 
Match entrance fee for one adult and two children at Old Trafford 67.00 50.2 5h 34m 07s 2h 46m 22s 2h 47m 44s 
Sharp standard microwave 59.00 50.2 4h 54m 13s 2h 26m 30s 2h 27m 43s 
Pair of Levi 511 jeans 64.00 50.2 5h 19m 09s 2h 38m 55s 2h 40m 14s 
Pair of Reiker shoes 37.00 50.2 3h 04m 30s 1h 31m 53s 1h 32m 38s 
Cineworld Swindon cinema tickets for family of four 31.24 50.2 2h 35m 47s 1h 17m 34s 1h 18m 13s 
George ASDA pack of 3 formal shirts 15.00 50.2 1h 14m 48s 0h 37m 15s 0h 37m 33s 
Primark cardigan 14.00 50.2 1h 09m 49s 0h 34m 46s 0h 35m 03s 
Packet of chocolate Hob-nobs 1.50 50.2 0h 07m 29s 0h 03m 43s 0h 03m 45s 
A medium whole chicken 3.46 40.2 0h 17m 15s 0h 10m 19s 0h 06m 57s 

 


