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CHAPTER 1

Distribution’s Growing Share
of the Labor Force

BETWEEN the end of the Civil War and the outbreak of the Korean
War the labor force in the United States grew roughly four and a half
times. The census counted 13 million gainfully occupied persons in
1870, 60 million in 1950. “Gainfully occupied” of course includes
the jobless, as well as the employed. For this reason the figures may
be a poor guide to short-run employment trends. But over longer pe-
riods the unemployment percentage has little if any trend, and we
can use the labor force—the number gainfully occupied—as a way
of measuring employment movements over several decades.

The census figures can be arranged by industry (Table 1). If we
regard retail and wholesale trade as a form of service and government
as a service industry, we can divide the labor force into two parts—
those engaged in the physical production of commodities and struc-
tures and those engaged in distributing, transporting, and financing
commodities or performing personal services of one kind or another.
The distinction is by no means a fundamental one, yet it points up
certain differences. The most notable of these differences is perhaps
the contrast in employment trends.

Between 1870 and 1950, persons occupied in producing com-
modities and in construction multiplied almost three times, but
those engaged in the service group of industries grew tenfold. In
1870 there were more than three occupied persons in the former
group for every one in the latter. By 1940, numbers in the two
groups were roughly equal; by 1950 the latter was the larger group.
Table 2 shows a percentage distribution of the same data. The frac-
tion of the labor force in the service industries rose with remarkable
steadiness from a quarter in 1870, to a third between 1900 and
1910, almost a half in 1940, and more than half in 1950.

It would not be accurate to speak of a mass migration out of the
commodity and into the service industries. Both groups were grow-
ing, but the latter grew much faster than the former. Even where an
industry actually declined, the reduction in numbers could be ac-

3



0} aduaiojard w ¢/ 3Iqel, ‘061 ‘uonvindod fo snsua) ‘op6r
01 048] ‘Sawis panupy ayi 40§ sousymig uonpdnadg 2auvivd
-wo) ‘splempd ‘W ®BqQ[V WOIJ BIRP (OH6I Yy} OOl uosie)
ueyzoduniun aq
0} umoys vam v xipuaddy ur mopaq psssnosip st 0761 03 L8]
Sulnp uswIs3[es IaYJ0 PUB SID[IAEI} [BIDISWWOD JO UOIIBOYISSE[D
-stur 9[qissod e Jo 15372 3YJ, "PoUOCHUSW SDINOS Y} U PaqLIds
-3p SI 0g61 01 QL8 10] Blep 24} Jo uosie)) Aq uoneausp syl

“*[euiSrio 2y} ul 950y}
Jo saferase are 3[qe) SIg) UI BIEP (€G] Y} PUB ‘SUOREBOYISSEO.
oY1 WeamIeq SI0UdIayIp Iourwr £{uo smoys Qggf ul defroao
oyl .I9A0 pue 1 sade, se Qpgl Joj : Joao pue Qf sae, se
paqLIdosap aI1e Ozl 01 0/81 103 serndy ‘remiSuo 2yg) uf sy d
‘6¥61 “4oIeasay OIWOUOdT JO Neding [BUONEN ‘UIAd[q awinjo
YNUa g1 pUD 2WOIU] w2 SAPMIS [Iep TIAID 2y ouls Tomoduey
jo uonisodwoy) [ewsnpuy sy} ul safuey),, ‘uosie]) [AIUe(] o

76009  66T°€S  TIL8Y  PI9IY  188°9f  €L0°6T  6EL'ET  T6ELL  STETI [elo],
$65°1 I€€s LEE'I L8E 0SL 79¢ 691 861 149! pay1oads joN
86T°S 190°¢ 95T 1L8°T r0€°1 €08 L6S 96€ 15T JUBWUIIA0D)
8SH's €0LS I1£6Y vee'e 0L9°€ TILT 1T SYH'T 631°1 9DIAI3S [EUOSIa]
60L°E 9€6°C $6T°C €051 6L0°L 1L 81¢ Y0€ 661 90IAIaS [BUOISSIJOId
6v6°1 6vS‘1 ShPl S6L LIS 70€ €91 €9 24 aoueuly
$60°S LESE |YSY 186°¢ T720°C $£0°C 9LY 1 918 L19 sanimn drqnd pue woneodsuel],
60S°IT  S80°LT  SL9ST  #8Y'I1  T6S'6 €LS'9 Y06y $20°€ 00€°T saLysnpul 3JIAIAS IO
8096 6LI°L TI1°9 90t 99¢‘c 09T $T8'1 SSI‘T $8L spen aessjoym

vﬂa —._Nuou no_uzn—_bm—v %u—ﬁOEEOU
LIT'TE  p9T'YT  LBLIT  8YS'ST 86671  ££0°6 6TL9 6L1°Y $80°¢ ERITREIN
EVLE 805°¢ 670°¢ L91°T L6T'T £99°1 ShP1 0¢8 TSL gondNNSIo)
98v‘ST  vb611  9/8°0T 78801  T€T'® we'9 8vL'Y OLI‘E LYT'T sopen puey pue Julnioejnuey
696 0111 8ST°I 0€T1 $50°1 09L SLYy p1g 861 . Sutuy
Iv1°L AN §TS01 10411 88S‘IT  t16°0T  1LIOT 10L‘8 687°9 msﬁu pue ‘Ansaloy ‘s1mnousy
96S°€T  S6I‘TT  6SSTT  €IS'€T  HL8OT 91081  +6E'ST  S8ITT  vE6'S sausnput Suonpoid-Aypowwo)
6€E€'LT  €OL'ST  88S'ST  6L9°ST  TLI'ET  6L9'61  O891  SIO'El - 989°6  uononnsuod pue uononpoid Lpowwo)
0s61 or6T 0§61 0Z61 0161 0061 0681 0881 0.81

(suosiad fo spupsnoyy)
v 0S61-0L8T ‘AYLSNANI Ad ‘HOYOd J0O4VT FHL

I 2IqeL



‘#o[°q [-V 2]qe], xipuaddy os[e 935 0561 PUE ‘0161 V€61 10
'SIB3K 197]
-Ies 10J os0Y) Yya d[qeredwod woay) soxew saindy 0561 993 JO
juowoueareal Jurodaroy ayqy, ‘(0§ 9[qe], Snsuad) ylom Sunysss
sIaylom (peduduadxa uey) ISYl0 "2°1) MIU sopnour poayrdads
10N (811 9jqe], snsuad) ,s30I0f pauwule, pue ‘sadlAlss A1e}
-ues,, Ajddns 1o1em,,  ‘quswuianod ‘sadrAles jeuonesnps,, uon
-ensiurwpe orqnd, sopnjour juswuIsaof pue ¢, s39ejd Sunjuup
pue Sunes,, sopnpur 9d1Ales [euosiad ¢ SIDIAIOS UOIEBAIINVI pue
JUSWIUIR LA}US SnoduR[RIsIW,, pue , ‘siofted [ood pue pieiq pue
‘skaqre Sunmoq,, ‘serxmoid uonow pue SISEIY),, SPN[OUI puE
(IUSUIUISA0S ‘S3DIAIAS [RUOIBINDS,, SOPNOXD IIAIAS [euoIssayoxd

«

t sofe1ed pue s3oiaIes redal SApOWOINE, puR ‘UCISIAS[} puUE
Sunsespeoiq orpes,, ‘sonyun payweds jou pue I9YI0, . ‘Swa)
-sAs fjddns wess pue sed,  S‘ssnnun se§-oupefs pue ‘romod

‘pue 131 909)9,, ,‘SUOHBIIUNWIWOI3]3),,  ‘uoneodsuey;, opnyd

-ut sanynn ofqnd pue uonejrodsuer; ¢ S90IAISS SSOUIS SNOAUE]
-[oostw,, pue | ‘sadiates Smideayyooq pue Suppne ‘Gupunosse,
«Susnisape,, sepnpour pue ‘sooerd Suryunp pue Sunes,, sopnpd
-X2 9peI) d[esdjoym pur [rejal f saoiales aredor snoosuejadsiw,,
sopnpoul Junnyoeznuew ‘9[qe; o ur yeyy 1daoxs ‘umoys a1ay) se
SI uoneoyissed a4 ], "0¢I d1qelL ‘1 Hed ‘Il ‘[0A ‘O¢6] ‘uonvindog
fo snsua?) oy woiy Apoaxip pasnpoidar sre sam3y 056 YL

‘monedndo [ensn 13yl 0} Surprodde s1oyiom AousSiows ongnd
paInquusip pey splempy asnedaq somndy sususd jemSuo og)




EMPLOYMENT AND OUTPUT

complished by the cessation of recruitment together with normal
attrition. And the industries which grew fastest could, and probably
did, grow mainly through recruitment of those entering the labor
force rather than by transfer of employees from other industries.
Yet if no mass migration of workers is recorded, or occurred, the
industrial distribution of the labor force—the source of people’s
incomes and the manner in which they earned a living—changed
radically during the eighty-year period.

Table 2

PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF THE LABOR FORCE, BY INDUSTRY,
1870-1950 8

1870 1880 1890 1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950

Commodity production
and construction 758 757 714 685 641 623 540 514 4638
Commodity production 70.0 70.9 653 62.7 57.8 57.0 47.6 444 404

Construction 59 48 6.1 58 64 53 64 70 64
Service 24.2 243 286 31.5 359 377 460 48.6 53.2
Commodity distribution 6.1 6.7 7.7 8.6 9.3 99 129 144 164
Other service 18.0 17.6 20.8 229 265 279 33.1 342 36.8
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

2 Based on Table 1. It has been assumed that the “not specified” in that table
has the same industrial composition as the identified portion of the labor force.

Commodity Production and Commodity Distribution

The causes of this remarkable shift in peoples’ ways of getting a
living in the United States would form a worthwhile topic for in-
quiry. The present study will contribute something to this end, but
its purpose is a narrower one. In studying one particular service
industry—distribution—we shall contrast especially trends in the
production of commodities, on the one hand, and their distribution,
on the other. To the first group we assign agriculture, forestry, and
fishing; mining; and manufacturing; to the second group, retail and
wholesale trade.

~ The divergence of employment trends between these two groups
is a part of, and is just as marked as, that noted above. Persons en-
gaged in the commodity-producing industries more than doubled
between 1870 and 1950; those distributing commodities grew twelve-
fold (Table 1). Some further measures are shown in Table 3. Thus
distribution’s share in the entire labor force grew rapidly—from 6
per cent in 1870 to 16 per cent in 1950. But distribution’s share of
those persons engaged in the production and distribution of com-
modities rose still more rapidly—from 8 per cent at the earlier date
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to 29 per cent at the later. Put otherwise, for every thousand persons
engaged in production in 1870, there were fewer than one hundred
persons in distribution; in 1950 there were about four hundred.
These figures are exhibited, together with a trend line fitted to the
data, in Chart 1. The slope of the trend indicates that the number
of persons engaged in distribution per thousand engaged in produc-
tion grew at an average annual rate of 2.1 per cent, or 23 per cent
per decade.

Chart 1

NUMBERS ENGAGED IN COMMODITY DISTRIBUTION PER THOUSAND
ENGAGED IN COMMODITY PRODUCTION, 1870-1950

Number per thousand
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Source: Table 3, Ratio scale

The data in Tables 1, 2, and 3 are the only long-time series avail-
able to us. As mentioned, they refer to numbers engaged rather than
to employment; and distribution is regrettably but necessarily defined
to exclude restaurants and bars and include advertising and miscel-
laneous business services. For recent years other figures are available
which are not subject to these defects. Such figures are shown in
Table 4 for the last three decennial census years and serve to con-
firm the trends discussed above.
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Table 3 .
RELATIVE NUMBER IN DISTRIBUTION, 1870-19502

1870 1880 1890 1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950

Number of persons en-
gaged in distribution:
As per cent of labor '
force 61 67 77 .86 93 99 129 144 164
As per cent of num-
ber in production
and distribution

combined 8.1 87 106 12.0 139 147 213 244 289
Per thousand in pro-

duction b :

Observed 88 95 119 137 161 173 271 323 407

Trend value ¢ 76 93 - 114 140 172 211 260 319 392

2 Based on Table 1.

b Agriculture, forestry, and fishing; mining; manufacturing and hand trades.

. ¢Values obtained by fitting an exponential curve by least squares (Glover’s
method). The rate of growth is 2.1 per cent yearly.

Table 4 .

EMPLOYMENT IN DISTRIBUTION AND OTHER INDUSTRIES, 1930, 1940,
AND 1950

(full-time equivalent employees and active proprietors, Department of Commerce) &

1930 1940 1950

(thousands of persons)

All industries _ 43,725 48,088 58,795
Commodity-producing industries 19,183 19,895 22,958
Agriculture, forestry, fisheries 8,804 7,918 6,884
Mining 956 965 966
Manufacturing 9,423 11,012 15,108
Distribution 7,437 8,646 11,225
(per cent)
Employment in distribution:
As per cent of all employees 17.0 18.0 19.1
As per cent of employees in production and
distribution combined 27.9 303 32.8
(persons)
Per thousand in production 388 435 489

2 Survey of Current Business, National Income Supplements, Dept. of Commerce.
Differences between this table and Table 1 are discussed in Appendix A. As with
the “labor force” of preceding tables, full-time employment includes the self-
employed. Unlike the labor-force figures, these exclude the jobless, and part-
time workers are reduced to a full-time basis. Moreover, distribution here includes
restaurants and bars, and excludes advertising and miscellaneous business services.
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Aspects of Distribution’s Growth since 1869

The long-time trend described by these figures prompts many ques-
tions. Why did employment in retail and wholesale trade rise so much
more rapidly than in manufacturing, mining, and agriculture? Why
did we use ten persons in commodity production to each one in dis-
tribution in the 1870’s, fewer than three of the former for every one
of the latter in 19507

At this point we shall merely summarize some of the influences at
work. They will be taken in turn, considered in detail, and if possible
assessed quantitatively at a later stage. In the first place, hours of
work declined more in retail and wholesale establishments than in
factories, mines, and farms. Thus distribution’s labor input, when
measured in man-hours, did not rise as rapidly as the number of
persons employed. Of course the same is true of commodity produc-
tion, but man-hours showed a larger lag in distribution than in pro-
duction. This matter is considered further in the present chapter.

Second, the scope of distribution expanded as an ever-larger frac-
tion of what the nation’s factories, mines, and farms produced en-
tered the distribution system. For the function of distributing goods
needs to be distinguished from the industrial segment that has come
more and more to perform that function. These have not always co-
incided, nor even now do they completely coincide. The function is
older than the industry that performs most of it. Originally, no
doubt, all producers themselves distributed their products, and dis-
tribution as a separate enterprise did not yet exist. Then the industry
had neither output nor employment, though the function was already
being performed.

From the statistical standpoint we are necessarily concerned with
the industry rather than the function. Specialization, partly a con-
sequence of the growing complexity of the distributive function, gave
birth to the merchant. Such specialization was still in progress during
our period. Fewer and fewer producers were self-sufficient or were
able to reach the ultimate consumers of their products without the
help of some distributor. This shift can be measured quantitatively;
it is discussed in Chapter 2.

Third, the scope of distribution changed in other ways also. Some
of its functions, such as packaging, were partly shifted back to the
factory; other functions, such as delivery, were partly abandoned (for

1 Thus we measure persons employed by firms engaged in wholesale and retail
trade rather than persons exercising the distributive function. A different difficulty,
arising from the possibility that salesmen in other industries were classified in trade
in early years and in other industries in, later years, is discussed in Appendix A
and shown to be unimportant.

9
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instance, by grocery stores that became self-service markets)—or, if
you prefer, were shifted forward onto the consumer. Still other func-
tions were assumed for the first time or greatly expanded in scope
during our period of study, such as after-sales service, the granting of
free trial and return privileges, and the testing of products. Whether
these changes on balance increased or diminished the amount of serv-
ice performed by distribution, per unit of goods distributed, is debat-
able. Quantitative assessment must elude us. Yet it is argued in
Chapter 2 that the distributor on the whole performs somewhat more
functions than he used to do. If so, the labor needed to move a given
quantity of goods increased on this account.

Fourth, the amount of goods distributed—or the volume of serv-
ices performed—per man-hour of employment in distribution rose
far less rapidly than output per man-hour in commodity production.
Labor productivity, as ordinarily measured, rose much faster in the
production of goods than in their distribution. This difference was
of course a reflection of the fact that technology changed far less
rapidly in retail and wholesale trade than it did in manufacturing,
mining, or agriculture. Moreover, capital per worker, at least in man-
ufacturing, seems to have increased more rapidly than in distribution.
In Chapter 3 an attempt is made to measure the differential change
in productivity. That chapter contributes to an explanation of the
growth in distribution’s share of the labor force.

Labor Input Measured in Man-Hours

In Table 5 we have assembled the best estimates we could for weekly
hours actually worked in the commodity-producing industries and in
distribution at ten-year intervals, 1869 to 1949.% Actual hours reflect
overtime and part-time working as distinct from the nominal or full-
time workweek. The only data available for the early years relate to
nominal hours; but the latter have been adjusted to a basis of actual
hours, as explained in notes to the table.

It will be seen that between the beginning and end of the period
weekly hours of work fell very sharply, both in manufacturing and in
trade; although today, as eighty years ago, hours in trade -are
longer. Yet the trend in manufacturing is not representative of com-
modity production as a whole. In agriculture, nominal or full-time
hours worked by wage workers, and actual hours worked by farm

2 The occupation census relates to decennial years 1870-1950 (Tables 1 to 3).
Production censuses relate to years 1869-1939, and censuses of distribution were
taken in 1929 and 1939. We have adopted the latter chronology as standard and
where necessary have assumed that 1940 labor force data would differ but slightly

from 1939, etc. We justify the assumption by our preoccupation with long-term
trends.
10



EMPLOYMENT

Table 5

HOURS WORKED PER WEEK IN PRODUCTION AND DISTRIBUTION,
1869-1949 2

1869 1879 1889 1899 1909 1919 1929 1939 1949

Agriculture b 51 51 51 51 51 51 5t 51 s1
Mining ¢ 4 43 42 39 38 36 38 27 41
Manufacturing 4 56 55 53 52 51 46 44 38 39

Commodity production

(weighted mean) ¢ 52 52 51 51 50 48 47 43 43
Wholesale and retail

trade £ 66 66 66 65 59 56 54 48 44

@ Figures are intended to represent actual (rather than normal or full-time)
hours worked. In most industries in most years part-time more than counterbalances
overtime; hence actual hours are commonly fewer than nominal hours worked
per week. Yet figures shown doubtless overstate actual weekly hours per person
in the labor force, since persons wholly unemployed are not accounted for.

b Data given in Harold Barger and Hans H. Landsberg, American Agrzculture
1899-1939: A Study of Output, Employment and Productivity, National Bureau of
Economic Research, 1942, p. 271, yield a figure of 2,550 hours per year. If a year
is taken as 50 weeks, this is equivalent to 51 hours per week. A decline has occurred
in nominal hours in agriculture; but so far as mean actual hours are concerned, it
is likely that the decline has been offset by fewer child workers, fewer casual la-
borers at harvest time, and more dairying (ibid., pp. 268-272).

Since we use constant hours per week and weeks per year, our estimate of actual
labor input in agriculture, measured in man-hours, varies with numbers engaged
(Table 1) and declines 38 per cent between 1910 and 1950. Another estimate, of
labor required for farm work (Reuben W. Hecht and Glen T. Barton, Gains in
Productivity of Farm Labor, Dept. of Agriculture, Tech. Bull. 1020, 1950, Table
45), declines only 14 per cent between 1910 to 1914 and 1945 to 1948. This
implies that average hours per year for the agricultural labor force as a whole
increased substantially between the earlier date and the later, a conclusion I can-
not accept.

¢ 1909-1949: Bureau of Labor Statistics data for bituminous coal mining (His-
torical Statistics of the United States, 1789—~1945, Bureau of the Census, 1949, series
D 146). Extrapolated back to 1890 by nominal hours in coal mining (Paul H.
Douglas, Real Wages in the United States, 1890-1926, Houghton Mifflin, 1930,
p- 163). Thence to 1869 by hours in manufacturing (see note d).

41909-1949: BLS data (Historical Statistics, Series D 118). Extrapolated back
to 1890 by nominal hours (ibid., series D 123; Douglas, op.cit.). Thence to 1869
using data from the Aldrich report. The latter will be found in Wholesale Prices,
Wages, and Transportation, 52d Cong., 2d sess., S. Report 1394 (1893), Part 1,
pp. 176-179. A weighted mean was taken of nominal hours in the twelve manufac-
turing industries there shown; daily hours were converted to weekly hours on the
assumption that the workweek contained six days.

e 1869-1949: Figures for agriculture, mining, and manufacturing were combined
by using numbers engaged in the following year (Table 1) as weights.

£ 1869-1909: An extensive survey of state reports led to estimates of nominal
hours for food stores, dry goods, hardware, drug stores, and bars and restaurants,
for dates around 1880, 1900, and 1910 (see Roselyn Silverman, “Hours Worked in
Retail Trade, 1880-1920,” M.A. thesis, Columbia University, 1950). These figures
were weighted by number of dealers i each branch from the occupation census.
The averages resulting were 69, 68, and 62 hours per week for the three dates

(footnotes continued on page 12)
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operators in each kind of farming, have probably fallen somewhat—
in competition with urban occupations. Yet, owing to the growth of
dairy farming (which gives employment in all twelve months) and
the mechanization of harvesting (which has cut seasonal needs for
labor), it is doubtful whether the actual workweek, averaged over
all persons reported by the occupation census as engaged in farming,
has fallen at all. That is to say, hours worked per year, averaged in
this way, have remained remarkably stable. In consequence, weekly
hours in commodity production as a whole declined by only half as
much as in manufacturing.

Between 1869 and 1949, hours in distribution fell from 66 to 44,
or by 22 hours a week. In commodity production the decline was
from 52 to 43, or 9 hours a week. If we multiply weekly hours
worked by numbers engaged, we obtain a figure for weekly labor in-
put in man-hours (Table 6). Measured in man-hours, labor input in
distribution rose three times as fast over the period as a whole as
~ labor input in the commodity industries. In both cases the change
after 1910 was less than prior to that year. Indeed labor input in
commodity production actually exhibits a declining trend during the
last four decades.

The contribution of the differential trend in weekly hours to the
relative growth of numbers in distribution is evidently small. Using
slightly more than one-tenth of the man-hours in commodity produc-
tion at the opening of our period, distribution used nearly one-half

respectively. Willford I. King (Employment, Hours and Earnings in Prosperity and
Depression, NBER, 1923, pp. 82, 87) shows actual hours in retail trade as about
98 per cent of nominal hours. However, King thinks his figures somewhat under-
state fulltime hours (p. 81), and we therefore multiplied nominal hours by 95
per cent.

1919: For 1920, King gives 52 hours for employees actual workweek. As hours
of employees are shortened, it is obvious much family labor in small stores con-
tinues to work as long hours as ever. Roughly half the labor force were proprietors .
or family employees in 1919, and we assume these workers still had a 60-hour
week. Hence estimate of 56 hours. _

1929: Weekly hours in manufacturing were about 2 below the 1919 level (His-
torical Statistics, series D 118). Hours of employees in trade may have fallen more
slowly, but against this the importance of family labor diminished. Hence 54 hours
for 1929.

1939 The BLS figure for actual hours of employees is 43.0 (Handbook of Labor
Statistics, Bull. 916, 1947 ed., pp. 82-83). There were 2,080 thousand proprietors
and full-time family employees against 4,600 thousand paid employees (Census of
Business, 1939, Vol. 1, Retail Trade, Part 1, p. 85). We assume the former worked
60 and the latter 43 hours per week, the weighted mean being 48. The same plan
was followed in 1949, using the proportion between proprietors and full-time em-
ployees from the 1948 census of distribution.

Both King and BLS (loc.cit.) show hours in wholesaling close to those in
retailing, so we have not given the former separate consideration.

12
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EMPLOYMENT AND OUTPUT

as many man-hours as did commodity production at the close. To
explain the growth of employment in distribution, we need to invoke
one or more of the other factors listed in the preceding section—the
larger share of output entering distributive channels, the expansion
of distributive functions, and the slower rise of productivity in dis-
tribution than elsewhere. These matters are discussed in succeeding
chapters. Meanwhile certain other aspects of employment in whole-
sale and retail trade will be given brief notice.

The Share of Wholesale Trade

The vast increase in distribution’s draft upon the labor force conceals
many crosscurrents. Throughout our period most persons engaged
in distribution worked in a retail store. In recent years wholesale
employment has amounted to about one quarter of the total (Table
7). Earlier data are scanty, but to judge from the numbers of whole-

Table 7

EMPLOYMENT IN WHOLESALE AND RETAIL DISTRIBUTION, 1929,
1939 AND 1948 a

(census of distribution, thousands of persons)

1929 1939 1948

Distribution, total 7,238 7,458 10,358
Wholesale 1,751 1,749 2,627
Retail 5,487 5,709 7,731

Per cent wholesale 24 23 25

a Working proprietors are included. Part-time retail employees were adjusted to
full-time using payroll data. Unpaid family employees in retail trade, of whom 931
thousand were counted in 1948, are not included. Employment reported in the
census of distribution was adjusted as follows for comparability between years. In
1929, average retail employment for April, July, October, and December, and in
1948, for March, July, and November were converted to twelve-month averages
using 1939 ratios. Both retail and wholesale employees in 1929 and 1939 were
adjusted by 1948 ratios to include central administrative offices. Differences between
these figures and those in Tables 1 and 4 are discussed in Appendix A.

sale dealers and commercial travelers reported in the occupation
census, wholesale employment seems to have been relatively less im-
portant in early years. Of all those engaged in distribution, perhaps
one-fifth were in the wholesale sector in 1900, one-sixth or less in
1870. '

The trend toward relatively greater employment in wholesale than
in retail trade is in conflict with the decline, at least since 1889, in
the fraction of finished goods passing through wholesale channels
(see Chapter 5, Table 20). The inference is either that productivity
rose less rapidly in wholesaling than in retailing, or else that an in-
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creasing share of wholesaling activity was devoted to the handling of
unfinished goods (e.g. industrial equipment), or that both of these
changes occurred. Unfortunately no data are available for testing
these hypotheses.

Women in Distribution

The 1939 census of distribution reported women as 34 per cent of
all retail employees and 19 per cent of all wholesale employees, or
an average of 30 per cent for distribution as a whole. These figures
are doubtless correct in indicating a higher proportion of women in

Table 8
WOMEN AND GIRLS IN THE LABOR FORCE, 1870-19502
(per cent of total for both sexes)

Distribution

Pre-1940
Census Concept, Present Census Concept ©
Identifiable IDENTIFIABLE ALL Entire

by Occupation b BY OCCUPATION ENGAGED Economy 4

1870 2.2 n.a. n.a. 14.8
1880 4.2 n.a. n.a. 15.2
1890 6.9 n.a. * n.a. 17.2
1900 9.7 n.a. n.a. 18.3
1910 13.0 17.0 n.a. 19.9
1920 15.8 20.7 n.a. 20.4
1930 15.8 21.0 24.8 22.0
1940 n.a. n.a. 27.1 24.3
1950 n.a. n.a. 33.8 27.5

n.a. = not available.

2 This table is based entirely on population census data; the censuses of distri-
bution have collected only scanty information by sex. Persons seeking work are
included as well as those in employment. The figures in any one column may be
considered comparable.

b Ten years old and over (see Alba M. Edwards, Comparative Occupation Sta-
tistics for the United States, 1870 to 1940, Census of Population, 1940, pp. 110,
127). In the pre-1940 concept, trade included banking, insurance, and real estate;
also auctioneers, undertakers, and advertising agencies; and it did not include res-
taurants and bars. Persons were included in the industry only when so identified
from their occupation.

¢ Fourteen years old and over (see ibid., pp. 69-72). Exclusion of those under
fourteen makes slight difference, but exclusion of persons attached to banking, etc.
(see preceding note), and inclusion of restaurant personnel sharply raise the pro-
portion of women. Inclusion of persons whose industry is not identifiable from their
occupation, made possible in 1930 and 1940 by the asking of an industry question,
raises the percentage of women still further (for “all engaged” see Census of Pop-
ulation, 1930, Vol. v, Occupations, and Census of Population, 1940, Vol. m, The
Labor Force; for 1930, restaurants were separated from hotel workers using 1940
ratios).

4 ]1870-1930: Ten years old and over (see Edwards, op.cit., p. 91), 1940 and
1950: Fourteen years old and over.
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retailing than in wholesaling, but they overstate the degree to which
distribution depends upon the female section of the labor force. The
reason is that in the figures just quoted part-time workers (who are
particularly likely to be women) have not been deflated to a full-time
basis and proprietors (who often are men) are omitted.

A surer indication of the extent of female employment (mcludmg
self-employment) is given by the occupation count (Table 8). The
figures for “all engaged,” which rise from 25 per cent in 1930 to 34
per cent in 1950, may be accepted as reliable. However, women are
relatively more common in nondescript occupations that cannot be
readily identified as belongmg to distribution than they are among
“dealers,” “clerks in stores,” and other occupations characteristic of
retail or wholesale trade. For this reason all estimates of female em-
ployment in trade prior to 1930 understate its extent. Despite these
qualifications the figures in Table 8 suggest that, at least prior to.
World War I, the employment of women grew more rapidly in dis-
tribution than in the economy at large. In 1870, so far as one can
judge, female store clerks seem to have been uncommon, although
already at that time a majority (for instance) of Macy’s employees
were women.® Of course the relatively considerable share of women
in the labor force as a whole in early years reflects the large numbers
in such a characteristically feminine occupation as domestic service.

Part-Time and Unpaid Family Workers

In some industries, for instance manufacturing, a count of the num-
ber of wage and salary earners is a fair measure of man-years of em-
ployment. And an average of twelve monthly counts gives a still
better estimate. Not so in distribution. Here, as in farming and the
professions, the number of wage and salary earners is a relatively
poor guide to the man-years of employment in the industry. Thus the
1948 Census of Business reported 8.2 million persons on the payroll
of retail or wholesale establishments not counting part-time em-
ployees in retailing. If we add 1.9 million working proprietors, we
obtain 10.1 million as a minimum estimate for the man-years in
wholesale and retail trade. It is a minimum estimate because, in ad-
dition to the persons already mentioned, the 1948 census reported
1.3 million part-time workers on the payroll and 0.9 million unpaid
family workers. Only in agriculture do these groups present a com-
parable problem in estimating man-year employment.

In 1948 each part-time worker received on the average just one-
third of the compensation of a full-time employee. Therefore, it is

8 Ralph M. Hower, History of Macy’s of New York, 1858-1919, Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1943, pp. 193-194.
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often useful (as in Table 7) to count three part-time as the equiva-
- lent of one full-time employee.* Probably the unpaid family workers
also worked part time, but no comparable method exists for reducing
them to a full-time status. The extent to which either group figures in
the occupation count (Tables 1 to 3, and 8) is doubtful: see further
discussion in Appendix A.

The data here discussed relate to a single workweek in November;
hence “part-time” means persons working less than a full workweek.
For full-time employees in retailing, November numbers are about 3
per cent, and for part-time employees 10 per cent, above the annual
average.® The November figures in Tables 7 and 9 therefore are
somewhat inflated through proximity to the seasonal peak in Decem-
ber. But the number of full-time (and part-time) workers at the
December peak would be still higher. Indeed, it is obvious that the
part-time employees reported for the census week are not hired to
satisfy a seasonal need for help but rather to assist at the peak hours
of the day or week. Such part-time workers probably were employed
more or less regularly throughout the year. The need for them reflects
the propensity of the consumer to shop in the afternoon rather than
in the morning, at the end of the week rather than at the beginning.
Although it occurs at a different time of the year, a seasonal peak in
employment is also found in agriculture and other sectors of the econ-
omy. The daily and weekly peaks, too, are shared by some other
industries, e.g. transportation. '

The large number of unpaid family workers in distribution, first
counted in 1948, also is reminiscent of agriculture. As in farming,
numerous small family businesses call upon various members of the
household for assistance, especially during periods of peak business.
Of the 9%% million workers reportved by the retail census, one in seven.
was a part-time employee and one in ten an unpaid member of the
proprietor’s family. The distribution of these workers by kind of
store is quite uneven, as may be seen from Table 9. The largest pro-
portion of part-time workers is to be found neither in food stores nor
restaurants but in variety followed by furniture stores. Motor-vehicle
and farm-equipment dealers scarcely use part-time workers at all.
Part-time workers seem to be used chiefly where selling requires small

4 This procedure undoubtedly understates the man-years involved because the
average hourly compensation of part-time is lower than that of full-time employees.
In the present instance (Table 7) the understatement is offset, partly or wholly, by
the presence of unknown numbers of working proprietors who worked part-time
and full-time employees who worked fewer than twelve months.

5 The statement rests on March, July, and November figures for 1948 and on an
average of twelve monthly figures for 1939, the latter being considered an annual
average, and the seasonal pattern assumed the same in the two years.
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skill and little technical knowledge. The distribution of unpaid fam-
ily workers, on the other hand, is quite different, being clearly cor-
related with store size. Thus food stores, lunch counters, bars, coun-
try general stores, radio stores, gas stations, liquor stores, florists, and

Table 9

PART-TIME EMPLOYEES AND UNPAID FAMILY WORKERS IN RETAIL-
ING, 1948 »

Part-Time Unpaid
Total Paid Family
Number  Workers Employees  Members as
of per as % of Total % of Total
Stores Store Workers Workers
Retail distribution, total 1,769,540 5.4 14 10
Food 504,439 3.7 13 19
Restaurants, cafeterias 130,192 8.0 13 8
Lunch counters 62,933 3.9 15 17
Bars 152,433 4.1 13 i 14
General 21,557 3.8 10 22
Department 2,580 327 19 0
Dry goods 29,754 7.3 21 7
Variety 20,210 17.5 40 2
Apparel, shoes 115,246 6.3 18 5
Furniture, home furnishings 29,031 6.9 3] 5
Household appliances 29,700 5.2 8 7
Radios 7,231 34 8 15
Motor vehicles 43,999 12.8 3 2
Tires, batteries 20,628 4.7 9 6
Gas stations 188,253 3.0 11 14
Lumber 20,803 8.9 8 2
Hardware 34,674 4.7 9 9
Farm equipment 17,615 5.7 5 6
Drugs, with fountain 39,724 7.2 21 6
Drugs, without fountain 16,072 4.4 16 9
Liquor 33,422 2.8 9 13
Fuel (except fuel oil) 14,953 6.1 11 5
Hay, grain, feed 18,213 4.5 7 8
Jewelry 21,269 - 4.6 7 8
Florist 14,749 3.8 13 18
Cigar 14,526 2.6 8 18

a All figures are from the Census of Business, 1948. Employment at warehouses
and administrative offices was reported but not included here. In this table total
workers include working proprietors, part-time paid employees and unpaid family
members, as well as full-time paid employees; part-time have not been reduced to
full-time workers (as was done in Table 7). Breakdown does not add to total
because several small categories have not been shown separately.

cigar stores run below average in size but employ more unpaid help

than the average. But department and variety stores, and motor-

vehicle and lumber dealers, which tend to be above average in size,

employ scarcely any unpaid help. Obviously family-owned stores

tend to be small, and it is in such stores that family help is available.
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Summary

Between 1870 and 1950 the share of the labor force engaged in dis-
tribution, as in other service industries, increased rapidly at the
expense of the commodity-producing industries. To a small extent,
but to a small extent only, the differential trend can be explained by
the relatively large reduction of weekly hours of work in distribution.
A major part of the explanation must lie elsewhere.

Today one worker is employed in wholesale for every three
workers in retail trade, a proportion that formerly was somewhat
lower. Among workers in distribution the proportion of females has
increased sharply. Formerly lower than in the economy at large, the
percentage of women workers in trade now is greater than elsewhere.
Retailing employs many part-time workers. It also is distinguished by
numerous working proprietors and unpaid family members, a feature
which recalls the agricultural labor force.
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