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Preface

THE present volume is the ninth of the studies in consumer
instalment financing prepared under the Financial Research
Program of the National Bureau of Economic Research.
Other studies deal with the types of institutions engaged in
consumer instalment lending and the economic and legal
conditions affecting their activities; with estimates of the
volume of consumer instalment credit during the period
1929-38; with the statistical pattern of consumer debt as of
1935-86; and with statistical tests of the relation of borrower
characteristics and contract terms to credit risk. The entire
series has been prepared as one phase of a broad program of
financial research, launched in 1938 under grants from the
Association of Reserve City Bankers and the Rockefeller
Foundation.

The present volume was first projected as the capstone
study of the consumer instalment credit investigation, and
therefore its preparation was not undertaken until the col-
lection and analysis of basic materials for other studies were
well advanced. In February 1939 Gottfried Haberler, on
leave of absence from Harvard University, joined the finan-
cial research staff to initiate the inquiry. Until October he
gave his full time to the work, and thereafter carried his
study to completion along with the performance of his regu-
lar university duties. During the period in which he was a
full-time member of our staff he collaborated also in directing
the collection and analysis of material for the other studies.
His own needs for data gave his research colleagues many
leads for inquiry, and his suggestions for study stimulated

much significant analysis that otherwise might have been
overlooked.
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Despite the efforts that were made to provide an adequate
body of factual material for Dr. Haberler’s use, there re-
mained many gaps in data that could not be filled. It was not
feasible, for example, except for a few series, to carry our
monthly estimates of the volume of instalment credit farther
back than 1929, and therefore he was handicapped in his
study by the shortness of the time period for which credit
series were available. Also, it was not possible to develop time
series showing the specific uses which consumers have made
of instalment credit funds; such series might have facilitated
comparisons of fluctuations in instalment credit and the pro-
duction of particular consumer goods. Nor could comprehen-
sive series of instalment credit terms and charges be provided
over any extended period of time. These gaps in the available
data indicate but a few of the obstacles to inquiry in this field.
Dr. Haberler has taken the facts that we were able to assemble
and, as the only feasible method of approach, has subjected
them to theoretical analysis based on carefully and critically
selected hypotheses. To this task, directed toward the ques-
tions of how consumer instalment credit affects economic fluc-
tuations and whether it tends to accentuate economic insta-
bility, he has brought a rich knowledge of business cycle
theories and of general economics.

The publication of this study is especially timely. On
August 9, 1941, the President, with a view to restraining in-
stalment credit during the period of national emergency,
issued an Executive Order authorizing the Board of Gov-
ernors of the Federal Reserve System to regulate the terms
and conditions under which such credit shall be extended
to consumers. Shortly afterward the Board issued a compre-
hensive regulation, known as Regulation W and effective
as of September 1, 1941, with the threefold objective of:
checking demand for consumer goods manufactured from
materials essential to national defense; restraining the infla-
tionary influence of instalment credit during the period of
the emergency; and developing a backlog of consumer credit
demand for the post-emergency period. This regulation rep-
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resents the first concrete social recognition of the role of
instalment credit in economic fluctuations, and therefore it
has a far-reaching significance in addition to its immediate
objectives. Dr. Haberler’s analysis should be extremely help-
ful to those who desire to obtain specific background for
evaluating the possible effectiveness of this regulation.

RaLprH A. Younc
Director, Financial Research Program

February 1942
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