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FOREWORD

In the course of the nineteenth century, analysis of statisti-
cal records led to the discovery that the bewildering variety of
changes in economic activities belong to at least four distinct
species. Cournot pointed out that secular movements, long
recognized in astronomy, have their analogues in economics.
Juglar gave precision and content to the conception of cyclical
fluctuations that earlier writers had suggested. Jevons de-
veloped, though he did not originate, the notion of seasonal
variations, seeking to demonstrate their regularity and to mea-
sure their amplitudes. Meanwhile the idea that 'disturbing
circumstances ' of great variety are continually interfering
with the 'normal' course of events had become a common-
place in economic theory.

As the multiplication of statistical data and the improve-
ment of statistical technique encouraged economists to attempt
bolder quantitative work, they found these concepts useful
tools. Most of the time series with which they dealt could be
treated as synthetic products of the four recognized types of
concurrent changes. While secular trends are creeping up or
down, cyclical waves wash above or below the secular levels of
the day; seasonal variations diversify the secular-cyclical pat-
terns, and random factors add their unpredictable complica-
tions to the secular-cyclical-seasonal complex.

Like most conceptual tools, the four classes of economic
changes tended to become independent entities in men's minds,
each calling for scientific study. Cyclical fluctuations attracted
most attention. Indeed, most of the attempts to measure secu-
lar trends and seasonal variations have been made by men who
wished merely to eliminate these movements in order to get a
clearer view of' cycles '. Only sporadically have investigators
treated secular or seasonal changes as problems possessing
interest in their own right. The literature upon these topics
is scanty in comparison with the voluminous publications upon
business cycles. To random perturbations scarcely any atten-
tion has been given except as the most troublesome of all side-
issues in cyclical studies.

vii



viii FOREWORD

The time is ripe for more systematic and more thorough
work. To prohiote that understanding of economic fluctuations
which the world so sorely needs, the intensive study of business
cycles must be supplemented by equally intensive work upon
secular trends and seasonal variations. That much seems clear.
It is not sure that systematic study of random perturbations
will yield valuable results; but the prospects are good enough
to justify experiments. Efforts should be made also to deter-
mine whether other types of change, in addition to the four
familiar types, must be recognized. Only by learning all we
can about the several components of economic changes shall we
learn all we can about the total situation. But concentration
upon one type of change should always include consideration
of the way in which the type under scrutiny is related to the
others.

For several years the National Bureau of Economic Re-
search has been working upon business cycles. One of its
research associates has been studying secular movements. An
extension of this program to seasonal variations was a na-
tural development, since the cyclical work required measure-
ments of the seasonal components in some hundreds of sta-
tistical series.

Dr. Kuznets was peculiarly fitted by his earlier investiga-
tions to direct the seasonal studies. His first book, Cyclical
Fluctuations, Retail and Wholesale Trade, published in 1926,
and the leading part which he had taken in the National
Bureau 's business-cycle program gave him intimate famili-
arity with the cyclical component in economic changes. His
second book, Secular Movements in Production and Prices,
published in 1930, made him familiar with another component.
With seasonal variations themselves he had an intimate ac-
quaintance gained in the process of eliminating them from
some hundreds of time series.

In preparing the present report Dr. Kuznets has supple-
mented the seasonal by-products of the cyclical work by mak-
ing many additional measurements. The result is a systematic
account, unrivalled in scope and vividness, of the role played
by seasonal variations in production and prices. The way in
which these changes d.ovetail into one another, the way in
which they affect and are affected by changes in industrial
equipment and in stocks of commodities; the alterations to
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which seasonal variations are subject from year to year and
over longer periods, and the relations of seasonal to cyclical
and secular movements are all set forth. I am sure that econo-
mists and statisticians will find the work enlightening; I think
that business men will find it of practical value.

WESLEY C. MITCHELL

National Bureau of Economic Research
January 21, 1933
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