
This PDF is a selection from an out-of-print volume from the National Bureau
of Economic Research

Volume Title: Distribution's Place in the American Economy Since 1869

Volume Author/Editor: Harold Barger

Volume Publisher: NBER

Volume ISBN: 0-87014-057-4

Volume URL: http://www.nber.org/books/barg55-1

Publication Date: 1955

Chapter Title: Front matter to "Distribution's Place in the American Economy
Since 1869"

Chapter Author: Harold Barger

Chapter URL: http://www.nber.org/chapters/c2692

Chapter pages in book: (p. -17 - -1)



DISTRIBUTION'S PLACE

IN THE

AMERICAN ECONOMY SINCE 1869



NATIONAL BUREAU OF ECONOMIC RESEARCH

NUMBER 58, GENERAL SERIES



Distribution's Place

in the American Economy

since 1869

BY HAROLD BARGER
Columbia University

A STUDY BY THE

NATIONAL BUREAU OF ECONOMIC RESEARCH, NEW YORK

4

PUBLISHED BY

PRINCETON UNIVERSITY PRESS, PRINCETON

1955



Copyright, 1955, Princeton University Press
London: Geoffrey Cumberlege, Oxford University Press

L. C. Card: 55-10677

Printed in the United States of America
by Vail-Ballou Press, Inc., Binghamton, N. Y.



National Bureau of Economic Research
OFFICERS, 1955

Harry Scherman, Chairman
Gottfried Haberler, President

George B. Roberts, Vice-President and Treasurer
W. J. Carson, Executive Director

DIRECTORS AT LARGE

Wallace J. Campbell, Director, Cooperative League of the USA
Solomon Fabricant, New York University

Albert J. Hettinger, Jr., Lazard Frères and Company
Oswald W. Knauth, Beau! oTt, South Carolina

H. W. Laidler, Executive Director, League for Industrial Democracy
Shepard Morgan, Norfolk, Connecticut

George B. Roberts, Vice-President, The First Nationai City Bank of New York
Beardsley Rumi, New York City

Harry Scherman, Chairman, Book-of-the-Month Club
George Soule, Bennington College
N. I. Stone, Consulting Economist

J. Raymond Walsh, New York City
Director, The Educational Survey, University of Pennsylvania

Leo Wolman, Columbia University
Donald B. Woodward, Vick Chemical Company

Theodore 0. Yntema, Vice-President—Finance, Ford Motor Company

DIRECTORS APPOINTED BY OThER ORGANIZATIONS

Percival F. Brundage, American Institute of Accountants
S. H. Ruttenberg, Congress of Industrial Organizations

Murray Shields, American Management Association
Boris Shishkin, American Federation of Labor

W. Allen Wallis, American Statistical Association
Frederick V. Waugh, American Farm Economic Association

John H. Williams, American Economic Association
Harold F. Williamson, Economic History Association

RESEARCH STAFF

Solomon Fabricant, Director of Research
Geoffrey H. Moore, Associate Director of Research

Moses Abramovitz John W. Kendrick
Harold Barger Simon Kuznets
Morris A. Copeland Clarence D. Long
David Durand Ruth P. Mack
Milton Friedman Ilse Mintz
Raymond W. Goldsmith 0. Warren Nutter
Millard Hastay Raymond 1. Saulnier
W. Braddock Hickman Lawrence H. Seltzer
F. F. Hill George J. Stigler
Daniel M. Holland Leo Wolman
Thor Hultgren Herbert B. Woolley

Joseph H. Willits,

DIRECTORS BY UNIVERSITY APPOINTMENT
E. Wight Bakke, Yale Gottfried Haberler, Harvard
Arthur F. Burns, Columbia Clarence Heer, North Carolina
Melvin G. de Chazeau, Cornell R. L. Kozelka, Minnesota
0. A. Elliott, Toronto C. Arthur Kuip, Pennsylvania
Frank W. Fetter, Northwestern T. W. Schultz, Chicago
H. M. Groves, Wisconsin Jacob Viner, Princeton



RELATION OF THE DIRECTORS

TO THE AND PUBLICATIONS

OF THE NATIONAL BUREAU OF ECONOMIC RESEARCH

1. The object of the National Bureau of Economic Research is to ascertain
and to present to the public important economic facts and their interpretation
in a scientific and impartial manner. The Board of Directors is charged with
the responsibility of ensuring that the work of the National Bureau is carried
on in strict conformity with this object.

2. To this end the Board of Directors shall appoint one or more Directors of
Research.

3. The Director or Directors of Research shall submit to the members of the
Board, or to its Executive Committee, for their formal adoption, all specific
proposals concerning researches to be instituted.

4. No report shall be published until the Director or Directors of Research
shall have submitted to the Board a summary drawing attention to the charac-
ter of the data and their utilization in the report, the nature and treatment of
the problems involved, the main conclusions, and such other information as in
their opinion would serve to determine the suitability of the report for publica-
tion in accordance with the principles of the National Bureau.

5. A copy of any manuscript proposed for publication shall also be submitted
to each member of the Board. For each manuscript to be so submitted a special
committee shall be appointed by the President, or at his designation by the
Executive Director, consisting of three Directors selected as nearly as may be
one from' each general division of the Board. The names of the special manu-
script committee shall be stated to each Director when the summary and report
described in paragraph (4) are sent to him. It shall be the duty of each member
of the committee to read the manuscript. If each member of the special com-
mittee signifies his approval within thirty days, the manuscript may be pub-
lished. If each member of the special committee has not signified his approval
within thirty days of the transmittal of the report and manuscript,, the Director
of Research shall then notify each member of the Board, requesting approval or
disapproval of publication, and thirty additional days shall be granted for this
purpose. The manuscript shall then not be published unless at least a majority
of the entire Board and a two-thirds majority of those members of the Board
who shall have voted on the proposal within the time fixed for the receipt of
votes on the publication proposed shall have approved.

6. No manuscript may be published, though approved by each member of
the special committee, until forty-five days have elapsed from the transmittal
of the summary and report. The interval is allowed for the receipt of any mem-
orandum of dissent or reservation, together with a brief statement of his rea-
sons, that any member may wish to express; and such memorandum of dissent
or reservation shall be published with the manuscript if he so desires. Publica-
tion does not, however, imply that each member of the Board has read the
manuscript, or that either members of the Board in general, or of the special
committee, have passed upon its validity in every detail.

7. A copy of this resolution shall, unless otherwise, determined by the Board,
be printed in each copy of every National Bureau book.
(Resolution adopted October 25, 1926 and revised February 6, 1933
and February 24, 1941)



ACKNOWLEDGMENT

FOR help in locating sources of information, I have to thank Herman
Bell, Percival F. Brundage, Jacqueline Bull, Thomas D. Clark,
Jacob P. Friedman, Oswald Knauth, Malcolm P. McNair, Paul M.
Mazur, Paul H. Nystrom, Frank R. Surface, Q. Forrest Walker,
Paul Willis, and Leo Wolman. The officials of numerous retail stores
and other merchandising organizations talked with me at length and
furnished me with data: my debt to them collectively, and in many
cases individually, is large, and I refrain from specific mention only
because of their desire to remain anonymous.

The study of hours in retail trade prior to World War I was carried
out by Roselyn Silverman, and its results are embodied in an M.A.
thesis entitled "Hours Worked in Retail Trade, 1880-4920" (1950)
available in the library of Columbia University. In addition, much
of the library work and most of the calculations in Part Two and
Appendix B were performed by Mrs. Silverman.

The report was read by a staff committee of the National Bureau
consisting of William J. Carson, Solomon Fabricant, Thor Hultgren,
Frederick C. Mills, Geoffrey H. Moore, George J. Stigler, and Leo
Wolman. Several members of this committee made helpful sug-
gestions. Useful comments were also made by Wallace J. Campbell,
Frank W. Fetter, Mr. Knauth, and the late C. Reinold Noyes, di-
rectors of the National Bureau; and by John W. Kendrick of the
National Bureau staff. H. Irving Forman drew the charts. Finally
I have to thank Mary C. Wing for editorial assistance, and Robert
Lipsey for reading proof and making the index.

HAROLD BARGER

vii



OTHER NATIONAL BUREAU REPORTS IN THIS SERIES
DEALING WITH PRODUCTION, EMPLOYMENT, AND

PRODUCTIVITY IN AMERICAN INDUSTRY
'S

BOOKS
* The Output of Manufacturing Industries, 1 899—i 937

(1940) Solomon Fabricant
* Employment in Manufacturing, 1899—1939: An

Analysis of Its Relation to the Volume of Production
(1942) Solomon Fabricant

* American Agriculture, 1899—1939: A Study of Out- Harold Barger and
put, Employment and Productivity (1942) Hans H. Landsberg

* The Mining Industries, 1899—1939: A Study of Out- Harold Barger and
put, Employment and Productivity (1944) Sam H. Schurr
Output and Productivity in the Electric and Gas
Utilities, 1899—1942 (1946) J. M. Gould
Trends in Output and Employment (1947) George J. Stigler
The Transportation Industries, 1889—1946: A Study
of Output, Employment and Productivity (1951) Harold Barger
The Trend of Government Activity in the United
States since 1900 (1952) Solomon Fabricant
Trends in Employment in the Service. Industries (in
press) George J. Stigler

OCCASiONAL PAPERS
* Manufacturing Output, 1929—1937 (1940) Solomon Fabricant
* The Relation between Factory Employment and Out-

put since 1899 (1941) Solomon Fabricant
* Productivity of Labor in Peace and War (1942) Solomon Fabricant

Labor Savings in American Industry, 1899—1939
(1945) Solomon Fabricant
Domestic Servants in the United States, 1900—1940
(1946) George J. Stigler
The Rising Trend of Government Employment
(1949) Solomon Fabricant
Employment and Compensation in Education (1950) George J. Stigler
Productivity and Economic Progress (1952) Frederick C. Mills

* Out of print.

The study upon which this volume and the other reports as listed
above are based was made possible by funds granted by The
Maurice and Laura Falk Foundation of Pittsburgh. The . Falk
Foundation is not, however, the author, publisher, or proprietor
of this publication, and is not to be understood as approving or
disapproving by virtue of its grant any of the' statements made or
views expressed therein.



FOREWORD

THE topic of this study is the changing place of distribution in the
nation's economy. Has its output, i.e. the services it renders to the
consumer, kept pace with the growth of the economy? What of the
draft it makes upon the nation's labor force? Has distribution cost
increased or diminished with the years? How have the relative im-
portance of wholesale and retail trade, and the kind of merchant en-
gaged in each, altered with time?

Until recently the field of distribution was seriously neglected by
statisticians. The first careful surveys of distribution cost were made
no earlier than World War I. Nor did the Bureau of the Census at-
tempt to cover this sector of the economy prior to 1929, while the
Bureau of Labor Statistics first took an interest in retail and whole-
sale trade at an even later date. On many aspects of distribution,
therefore, we possess comprehensive and readily accessible informa-
tion only for the two or three most recent decades. Although much
scattered data for earlier years can be found, the contrast between
the wealth of information available today and the sparsity of ma-
terial prior to World War I is so marked that we were seriously
tempted to confine the inquiry to recent developments in the field.
We soon found, however, that what we were able to learn about dis-
tribution in recent times was so novel and surprising that we could
not restrain our curiosity concerning an earlier era. Which of the
trends disclosed for recent years by our relatively reliable modern
data, we asked ourselves, also were present during that earlier period?

Consider the three leading findings of the present study: (1) Be-
tween 1930 and 1950 the fraction of the labor force engaged in com-
modity distribution (i.e. retail and wholesale trade) rose from one
worker in eight to one worker in six; between the same dates, per-
Sons engaged in commodity production (i.e. agriculture, mining,
and manufacturing) underwent a relative decline from one-half of
the labor force to two workers in five. (2) Despite uncertainties in
measuring output in trade, we may say that output per man-hour
rose by about one-fifth between 1929 and 1949; in agriculture, mm-
ing, and manufacturing combined, it rose by two-thirds. (3) Distri-
bution cost, measured as a fraction of the retail value of commodi-
ties, remained remarkably stable. Since World War I, for all finished
goods and construction materials sold at retail, retailers and whole-
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FOREWORD

salers have together obtained with remarkable regularity around 37
cents of each dollar of retail value. Of course there were some varia-
tions between branches of trade, and some movement from one year
to another, but no trend is discernible during the past three decades
in the merchant's share of the retail sales dollar.

To summarize: Since the 1920's the fraction of the labor force
engaged in distributing commodities has increased sharply, while
the fraction engaged in producing commodities has declined, though
not so sharply. Output per man-hour in distributing commodities
increased, although much less rapidly than in their production. Fi-
nally,. the distributor's share of the retail sales dollar showed neither
an upward nor a downward

These three findings rest upon census data and similarly solid
foundations, .and their reliability does not appear to be in question.
What can we discover about similar trends in the period before
World War I?

We have ransacked the record. We have pieced together every
available scrap of information. And this is our conclusion: The first
and second findings are just as applicable to the period between the
Civil War and World War I as they are to the period since World
War L.The third finding, by contrast, requires modification.

That is to say; the fraction of the labor force engaged in distribut-
ing commodities has shown an upward trend, and the fraction en-
gaged in producing commodities a downward trend, ever since the
Civil War. Again, output per man-hour, in both distribution and pro-
duction, has tended to rise throughout the eight decades; but it has
tended to rise much more rapidly in agriculture, mining, and manu-
facturing than in retail and wholesale trade. Finally, the distribu-
tor's share of the retail sales dollar, decidedly stable since World
War I, apparently experienced a definite but very slow expansion
between the Civil War and World War I.

We believe that, stated thus broadly, our findings for the period
prior to World War I cannot well be assailed. However, the in-
dividual figures upon which the above broad conclusions are based—
figures to be found in the tables of the report—clearly are much less
precise and reliable than those for the period since World War I.
Let us see why.

The first finding—on the distribution of the labor force—rests
upon the decennial population census, in using which, prior to 1930,
the industrial must be approximated from the occupational tabula-
tion. That is to say, the aggregate number of persons engaged in re-
tail and wholesale trade has to be estimated from the numbers in
certain "characteristic occupations," e.g. "dealers" and "clerks in
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FOREWORD

stores." We have checked the figures, experimented with extreme as-
sumptions about possible errors, and find that the broad conclusion
is still warranted.

The second finding—the contrast in rates of change in man-hour
output—rests upon the together with estimates for (1) trends
in hours worked per year by persons engaged in commodity distribu-
tion and in commodity production, respectively, and (2) trends in
the output of commodity distribution and of commodity production.
Estimates for hours worked in commodity production have long been
available, but for hours worked in retail and wholesale trade we
found it necessary to digest numerous reports from statistical bureaus
of individual states and other sources; hence the final figures are only
approximate. Output estimates for the three commodity-producing
industries rest upon decennial census data. Estimates of the net out-
put of distribution are derived in turn from commodity out-
put, adjusted to allow for changes in the volume of output that
ters the distribution system and also for the volume of distributive -

services rendered per unit; but prior to 1929 the rests
upon a mass of partial and scattered data described in the report.
Here too we experimented with extreme assumptions regarding the
possibility of error; but, as will be seen from the quoted results of
alternative calculations, our broad conclusions are not disturbed.

The third finding—a slow rise in the distributor's share of the re-
tail sales dollar during the period prior to World War I—is largely
independent of the foregoing sources and rests upon three distinctive
types of data: (1) censuses of distribution taken in Massachusetts
and Indiana prior to 1900; (2) surveys and opinions published in
trade publications; and (3) the historical records of certain in-
dividual merchandising firms. The logical relationship between the
first two findings and the third is investigated in the body of the re-
port, and the latter found to be broadly consistent with the former.

In conclusion, it should be emphasized that the results offered in
this volume for the period before World War I are in no sense merely
extrapolations to earlier years of results already obtained for recent
decades. The earlier figures represent the clearest picture of that pe-
riod that can now be, or perhaps ever will be, assembled for the par-
ticular field to which they relate. The pre-World War I figures are in-
cluded here both because the author believes they are adequately,
though not overgenerously, supported by contemporary source ma-
terials and because they show that certain broad trends observable

• since World War I were continuations of tendencies already in op-
eration in the late nineteenth century.

HAROLD BARGER
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