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Preface

The Consumer Expenditure Sur-
vey is among the oldest publi-
cations of the Bureau of Labor
Statistics. With information on the
expenditures, incomes, and demo-
graphic characteristics of households,
the survey documents the spending
patterns and economic status of Ameri-
can families.

This report offers a new approach
to the use of Consumer Expenditure
Survey data. Normally, the survey pre-
sents an indepth look at American
households at a specific point in time,
the reference period being a calendar
year. Here, the authors use consumer
expenditure data longitudinally and
draw on information from decennial
census reports to present a 100-year
history of significant changes in con-
sumer spending, economic status, and

family demographics in the country as
a whole, as well as in New York City
and Boston.

By reading about changes in spend-
ing patterns, incomes, workforce char-
acteristics, and family demographics,
readers can gain insights into how the
significant events of the 20th century—
World War |, the Depression, the post-
World War 11 expansion, and other eco-
nomic expansions and downturns—
influenced the spending patterns of
American households. (The survey
was not conducted during or immedi-
ately after World War I1.)

Nine timeframes are presented in-
dependently, with a section titled “Per-
spective” providing an analytic frame-
work for each period to aid in interpre-
tation. Tables and charts tracing com-
mon elements over the 100-year pe-

riod also should aid the reader in the
interpretation of trends. However, as
would be expected given changes in
technology and improved survey meth-
ods, questions asked in the Consumer
Expenditure Survey have changed
over time. Thus, certain items could
not be analyzed throughout the 100-
year period.

New York City and Boston, two of
the Nation’s oldest urban areas, have
been chosen for analysis based on the
affiliations of the authors. Michael L.
Dolfman is the BLS regional commis-
sioner in New York; Denis M.
McSweeney is the regional commis-
sioner in Boston. To aid in interpreta-
tion and understanding, the findings
for both New York City and Boston are
benchmarked throughout the report to
those of the Nation as a whole.
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Introduction

The economic and demographic
profile of today’s households is
quite different from that of
households a century earlier. Sweep-
ing changes brought about by techno-
logical, educational, and institutional
developments have heightened and
brightened material lives. Changes in
consumer spending, in turn, have al-
tered the U.S. economy.

The clearest indicators of an im-
proved standard of living are income
levels and household expenditures.
Between 1901 and 2003, the average
U.S. household’s income increased 67-
fold, from $750 to $50,302. During the
same period, household expenditures
increased 53-fold, from $769 to $40,748.
Equally dramatic is that the $40,748
would have bought more than $2,000
worth of goods in 1901 prices, indicat-
ing a tripling of purchasing power.

One significant effect of this up-
surge was the change to a consumer
goods-oriented U.S. economy. Mass
consumption, spurred by advertising
and consumer credit, has become a dis-
tinguishing characteristic of modern
society. Today, consumer spending has
become the largest component of U.S.
gross domestic product.!

As a result, household expenditure
and income data constitute a valuable
resource in assessing the health and
vitality of the U.S. economy, as well as
those of individual households or fami-

! See Valentino Piana, “Consumption,”
at www.economics webinstitute.org/glossary/
cons.htm (visited February 14, 2005).

lies.2 While no two families spend
money in exactly the same manner, in-
dicators suggest that families allocate
their expenditures with some regular-
ity and predictability. Consumption
patterns indicate the priorities that fami-
lies place on the satisfaction of the fol-
lowing needs: Food, clothing, housing,
heating and energy, health, transpor-
tation, furniture and appliances, com-
munication, culture and education, and
entertainment.®

Consumer spending habits are not
rigid, shifting sharply from time to time
as incomes rise or fall. High-income
families spend more for each of the
above-referenced items in absolute
terms than do low-income families, but
they also spend a lower share of their
income for food and other necessities.*
By assessing the proportion of spend-
ing that households allocate for spe-
cific items, it is possible to judge both
national and regional income distribu-
tions, as well as a society’s overall de-
velopment level.

In this report, economic and demo-
graphic profiles of U.S. households in
the aggregate, as well as profiles of
households in New York City and Bos-
ton, are presented. New York City and
Boston are included because they are
two of the country’s oldest urban ar-
eas. The report examines how, over a
100-year period, standards of living

2 The terms “households” and “families”
are used interchangeably in this report.

3 Valentino Piana, “Consumption.”

4 Throughout the report, spending on
necessities is defined as spending for food,
clothing, and housing.

have changed as the U.S. economy has
progressed from one based on domes-
tic agriculture to one geared toward
providing global services.

The report provides an indepth as-
sessment of U.S. households at nine
points in time, beginning with 1901 and
ending with 2002-03. The text high-
lights changes in family structure and
economic conditions and examines fac-
tors that have altered and influenced
both society and households.

Tracing the spending patterns of
households nationwide and particularly
in New York City and Boston yields
insights into how the social and eco-
nomic fabric of the country evolved
during the 20th century.

Making comparisons like these over
long periods of time is difficult. Not
only has the geographic coverage
changed—the New York and Boston
metropolitan areas today are quite dif-
ferent than they were in1901—Dbut sur-
vey methodology has also improved,
items have changed (fuel oil versus
kerosene and autos versus public
transportation), and coverage (includ-
ing single-person households versus
family) will not allow it.

We treat the 1901 Consumer Expen-
diture Survey numbers as reflective of
both cities. Although the region at the
time of the survey was the State, most
of the surveying was done in New York
City and Boston. Moreover, we avoid
distortion by comparing gross trends.
For these reasons, we do not believe
that the overall analysis of expenditure
shares is meaningfully affected, but it
should be interpreted with caution.



1901

United States

As the 20th century began, the U.S.
population was 76 million. Americans
were young, white, and more male than
female. Relatively fewwomen were inthe
workforce, and unemployment was low.

The median age in the country was
22.9 years, 23.3 for men and 22.4 for
women. The percentage of Americans
who were white was 87.9, and the ratio
of men to women was 104.4 men for
every 100 women. The average size of
U.S. familieswas4.9 people. (Seechart1.)

Labor force participation was 80.0
percent for men and 20.6 percent for
women, while the workforce consisted
of 82.0 percent men and 18.0 women.
The country’s unemployment rate in
1901 was 4.0 percent.

Yearly household income averaged
$750. Several earners contributed to
this income: 95.9 percent of households
had earnings from husbands, 8.5 per-
cent had earnings from wives, 22.2 per-
cent had earnings from children, 23.3
percent had earnings from boarders or
lodgers, and 14.4 percent of households

Chart 1. Economic and demographic indicators, United States, 1901

had other sources of income. Hourly
wages are shown in table 1.

Annual expenditures for the aver-
age U.S. family averaged $769. Of this
amount, 42.5 percent ($327) was allo-
cated for food, 14.0 percent ($108) for
clothing, and 23.3 percent ($179) for
housing. That left $155 for all other
items. On average, household spend-
ing exceeded income by 2.5 percent.
There were 7.2 million owner-occupied
housing units in the country, but only
19.0 percent of U.S. families owned a
home, while 81.0 percent were renters.
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100 Years of U.S. Consumer Spending

Table 1. Hourly wages for selected industries, United States, 1901

Communi- Finance,
Year Manu- Mining Con- Transpor- cations Trade insurance, | Services Govern-
facturing struction tation and public and real ment
utilities estate
1901 i $ 0.23 $ 0.26 $ 0.28 $ 0.24 $ 0.24 $ 0.25 $ 0.50 $ 0.17 $ 0.28
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Consumer Expenditure Survey
Table 2. Retail prices of selected foods in U.S. cities, 1901
Year Flour Round steak | Pork chops Bacon Butter Eggs Milk
51b. Ib. Ib. Ib. dozen 1/2 gallon
TO0L it $ 0.13 $ 0.14 $ 0.13 $ 0.16 $ 0.27 $ 0.22 $ 0.14
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Consumer Expenditure Survey
Of these homeowners, 8.3 percent had New York City of the city’s population was male; 98.0

encumbrances or liens on their home,
while 10.6 percent did not.

Grocery store prices in 1901 aver-
aged about 14 cents per pound for
round steak or pork chops, 27 cents for
a pound of butter, and 13 cents for 5
pounds of flour. (See table 2.)

At the beginning of the 20th century,
7.3 million people or 9.6 percent of the
U.S. population resided in New York
State. Of these people, 3.4 million or
46.6 percent, lived in New York City.
In demographic terms, 49.6 percent

Chart 2. Economic and demographic indicators, New York City, 1901

percent was white; 30.6 percent was
younger than 15; 2.9 percent was 65 or
older; and 36.9 percent was foreign
born, although 52.0 percent of family
heads were foreign born. (See table 3.)
There were over 735,000 households,
among them 29,400 (4.0 percent) that
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1901

Table 3. Distribution by nativity of the
heads of worker families surveyed in
the New York area, 1901

Nativity Percent
American born ..........cceeeeenes 48.0
Foreign born ... 52.0
Canada..... 18.0
England .... 8.0
Germany .. 33.8
Ireland .. 30.7
Italy ...... 4.4
Russia .. 4.6
Scotland ... 2.7
Sweden ... 2.6

Source: U.S. Commissioner of Labor,
Eighteenth Annual Report 1903

consisted of 1 person and 133,000 (18.2
percent) that included 7 or more people.
Average family size in the city was 4.6.
(Seechart2.)

Ofthe 1.5 million people who worked
in New York City, 75.0 percent were men,
and 25.0 percent were women. The
occupational distribution was as fol-
lows: 37.6 percent worked in manufac-
turing or mechanical pursuits, 32.0 per-

cent in trade or transportation, 24.0
percent in domestic services, 5.7 per-
cent in the professions, and less than 1
percentin agriculture.

Household income in the State av-
eraged $675.° Average household ex-
penditures were $814, with 43.7 percent
($356) allocated for food, 13.0 percent
($106) for clothing, and 23.5 percent
($191) for housing. On average, spend-
ing for these necessities absorbed 80.2
percent of all household expenditures,
and total household spending ex-
ceeded income by 20.6 percent.

Boston

In 1901, 3.7 percent of Americans (2.8
million people) lived in Massachusetts.

5 Household income and expenditure data
for 1901 are available only for New York
State, not for New York City.

Chart 3. Economic and demographic indicators, Boston, 1901

Of those, 560,000 or 20.0 percent lived
in Boston. More than half the residents
of the Commonwealth were foreign
born, with the countries of origin of
many indicated in table 4.

Demographically, 49.0 percent of
the city’s population was male, 97.7 per-
cent was white, 26.5 percent was
younger than 15, 3.6 percent was 65 or
older, and 35.1 percent was foreign
born. There were over 117,000 indi-
vidual households in the city, 5,000 (4.4
percent) made up of 1 person and
22,000 (19.5 percent) comprising 7 or
more people. Average family size in
Boston was 4.8. (See chart 3.)

Of the quarter-million workers in
Boston, 72.0 percent were men, and 28.0
percent were women. Occupationally,
34.0 percent of workers were employed
in trade and transportation, 32.6 per-
cent in manufacturing or mechanical
pursuits, 26.7 percent in domestic ser-
vices, 6.2 percent in the professions,
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100 Years of U.S. Consumer Spending

Table 4. Distribution by nativity of the
heads in worker families surveyed in
Massachusetts, 1901

Nativity Percent
Americanborn..........cccoceens 43.2
Foreignborn ........ccccccevivene 56.8
Canada ......cocceeveiiiieiiiees 25.4
England .........cccccovieiiiiiinnnns 11.0
Germany .....ccccveveeeiiiieninens 3.6
Ireland .......cccoooeeiieiiienins 46.7
Al e 0.4
RUSSIA .oooviiieiciicce 2.3
Scotland ........cccoceeiiieniennieen. 3.6
Sweden ......oocieiiiiiieees 4.9

Source: U.S. Commissioner of Labor,
Eighteenth Annual Report 1903

and less than 1 percent in agriculture.

Household income in Massachu-
setts averaged $685.° Average house-
hold expenditures were $880, with 41.7
percent ($367) allocated for food, 14.4

percent ($127) for clothing, and 29.9
percent ($263) for housing. (See chart
4andtable5.) Inthe aggregate, spend-
ing for necessities made up 86.0 per-
cent of all household expenditures, and
total household spending exceeded
income by 28.5 percent.

Perspective

As the country entered the 20th cen-
tury, the average family included nearly
five people and had an income of $750.
Only 8.5 percent of U.S. households
reported earnings from wives, while 22
percent had earnings from children, 23

& Household and income expenditure data
for 1901 are available only for Massachu-
setts, not for Boston.

percent had earnings from boarders,
and more than 14 percent had other
sources of income.

The economy was expanding fol-
lowing a recession that had ended in
1900, and there was virtually full em-
ployment in the country. In both New
York and Massachusetts, the impact of
immigration was apparent, as more than
half the residents were foreign born.

In both New York and Massachu-
setts, family expenditures exceeded
household income, by 20.6 percent in
New York and by 28.5 percent in Mas-
sachusetts. Additionally, household
spending in both States exceeded the
national average by 14 percent.

In terms of spending for necessi-
ties—food, housing, and clothing—
Massachusetts households led, devot-

Chart 4. Expenditure shares, United States, New York, and Massachusetts, 1901

United States

Other
20.2%
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14.4%

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Consumer Expenditure Survey

Table 5. Expenditures and expenditure shares, United States, New York, and Massachusetts, 1901

United States New York Massachusetts
Item
Expenditures Shares Expenditures Shares Expenditures Shares

FOOO ..o $ 327 425 $ 356 437 $ 367 41.7
Alcoholic beverages . 12 1.6 24 2.9 6 7
HousiNg ....ooovevieiiieeen, 179 23.3 191 23.5 263 29.9
Apparel and services ...... 108 14.0 106 13.0 127 14.4
Healthcare and insurance 40 5.2 49 6.1 24 2.6
Entertainment ................. 12 1.6 14 17 1 12
Reading and education . 8 1.1 9 11 un 13
Tobacco.........cccccee.e n 1.4 n 14 10 11
Miscellaneous ....... 62 8.1 45 55 48 55
Religion and Charity ........ccoceieiiiiiiiiieie s 10 13 9 11 13 15
Average income per family ........ccocooieiiininiiiee 750 675 685

Expenditures, all items .........cccviiiiiiieiieee s 769 814 880

Note: Expenditure shares do not add to 100 due to rounding.
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Consumer Expenditure Survey
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1901

ing 86 percent of their total expendi-
tures to these items. Households all
across the country and those in New
York allotted less, about 80 percent of
their total expenditures.

Boston’s population was older, com-
pared with New York City’s, and this
dynamic may have contributed to dif-
ferences in spending. Consumers in
New York State spent more than did

their counterparts in Massachusetts
for entertainment, although the resi-
dents of the Commonwealth allocated
more for healthcare and for reading and
education. |



1918-19

United States

By the end of World War I, the demo-
graphics of the country had begun to
change. The United States was more
urbanized, and its population older.
The population in the country was
105 million, a gain of 39 percent in 2
decades. The median age was 25.3 (25.8
for men and 24.7 for women), an in-
crease of 2.4 years since 1900. Interms
of overall population dynamics, 31.8
percent of Americans were younger

Chart 5. Economic and demographic indicators, United States, 1918-19

than 15, 89.7 percent were white, and
the ratio of men to women was 104.0
men for every 100 women. Average
family size was 4.9. (See chart 5.)
Reflecting the strength of the
economy, unemployment nationally
was 1.4 percent. Women made up 20.4
percent of the U.S. workforce.
Compared with 1901, average fam-
ily income had more than doubled, to
$1,518 (a 102-percent increase), while
household expenditures had increased
to $1,434 (an 86-percent gain). (See

table 6 for hourly wages in selected in-
dustries.) These dollars would have
purchased more than $820 in 1901. An-
other gauge of the financial health of
U.S. families was that, according to the
Consumer Expenditure Survey for
1918-19, 70.2 percent recorded a year-
end surplus, an excess of income over
expenses; 23.7 percent registered a defi-
cit; and 6.1 percent broke even.

In spite of increases in standards of
living in the country, the share of
household expenditures allocated for
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100 Years of U.S. Consumer Spending

food, clothing, and housing (78.2 per-
cent) was close to that in 1901. What
had changed were allotments within
these categories.

The average U.S. household spent
75.4 percent more for food ($549), but
the household’s expenditure share for
food had decreased to 38.2 percent.
Spending for clothing had increased
120.4 percent to $238, but this category
represented only 16.6 percent of total
expenditures. Housing was where the
significant change took place: spend-
ing for housing had increased 86.6 per-
cent, to $334, although the expenditure
share for this category remained 23.3
percent. (The housing expenditure cat-
egory included costs not only for rent,
but also for fuel, light, furniture, and
furnishing. The 1918-19 survey for the
first time allowed these costs to be item-
ized.) There were over 10 million owner-
occupied housing units in the country.

Retail prices had almost tripled since
1901. Apound of round steak cost an
average of 37 cents, and pork chops,
which had cost 13 cents a pound in
1901, averaged 39 cents in 1918. Five
pounds of flour cost 34 cents, and con-
sumers paid 58 cents for a pound of
butter. (See table 7.)

In terms of housing size and rent,
the average U.S. home had 5.0 rooms,
while the average apartment had 4.5
rooms. Families who lived in their own

homes had a yearly rent (the term used
in the Consumer Expenditure Survey)
of $176. Families living in apartments
or flats paid a yearly rent of $178.

New York City

In the postwar period, 9.8 percent of
Americans (aslight increase from 1900)
or 10.4 million people resided in New
York State. Of these, 5.6 million people
or 54.4 percent (a notable increase)
lived in New York City.

Demographically, 49.7 percent of
the city’s population was male; 95.2
percent was white; 27.2 percent was
age 15 or younger; and 40.4 percent of
the population was foreign born—with
24.1 percent coming from Russia, 19.6
percent from Italy, and 10.2 percent
from Ireland. One-fifth (20.3 percent) of
residents 21 and older were naturalized
citizens, and the illiterate accounted for
7.5 percent of the population. There
were 525,000 households occupying
more than 75,000 homes and apartment
buildings. The average family size, 4.9,
matched that for the country.

In terms of education, 94.0 percent
of New York City children aged 7 to 13
went to school. That percentage fell
with age: 78.7 of those aged 14 to 15,
28.5 percent of those aged 16 to 17, and
9.8 percent of those aged 18 to 20 also
received an education.

Table 6. Hourly wages for selected industries, United States, 1918

Working people in New York City
(72.7 percent of whom were men and
27.3 percent of whom were women)
numbered 2.5 million. (See chart 6.)
They were employed in various jobs:
37.6 percent in manufacturing and me-
chanical industries, 15.9 percent in cleri-
cal occupations, 15.5 percent in trade,
12.1 percent in domestic and personal
service, 9.5 percent in transportation,
6.6 percent in the professions, 2.4 per-
cent in public service, and less than 1
percent in agriculture.

As the city grew in population and
its demography changed, family spend-
ing patterns also changed. Average
family income was $1,556, an amount
2.5 percent higher than the national
average, while household expenditures
averaged $1,526, 6.4 percent higher
than for the country as a whole. When
compared with 1901 levels, household
expenditures had increased 87.5 per-
cent; they would have purchased over
$900 in goods and services in 1901 dol-
lars. According to the Consumer Expen-
diture Survey for 1918-19, 60.8 percent
of New York City families reported a
year-end surplus, 23.9 percent a defi-
cit, and 15.3 percent broke even.

The share that New York City fami-
lies allocated for food, clothing, and
housing also had increased, to 80.2
percent, countering the national trend.
Allotments for food (42.0 percent) and

Communi- Finance,
Year Manu- Mining Con- Transpor- cations_ Trade insurance, | Services Govern-
facturing struction tation and public and real ment
utilities estate
1901 oot $ 0.23 $ 0.26 $ 0.28 $ 0.24 $ 0.24 $ 0.25 $ 0.50 $ 0.17 $ 0.28
1918 .o .53 .67 .57 .61 42 .45 .69 31 .49
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Consumer Expenditure Survey
Table 7. Retail prices of selected foods in U.S. cities, 1918
Year Flour Round steak | Pork chops Bacon Butter Eggs Milk
51b. Ib. Ib. Ib. Ib. dozen 1/2 gallon
TO0L .ot $ 0.13 $ 0.14 $ 0.13 $ 0.16 $ 0.27 $ 0.22 $ 0.14
L1918 i .34 .37 .39 .53 .58 .57 .28

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Consumer Expenditure Survey
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Chart 6. Economic and demographic indicators, New York City, 1918-19
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for housing (21.6 percent) were close
to 1901 levels. The noteworthy in-
crease had taken place in spending on
clothing, for which the share had in-
creased to 16.6 percent.

In terms of housing, the average-
sized home in New York City had 6.5
rooms, while the average-sized apart-
ment had 4.5 rooms. New Yorkers—that
is, residents of New York City—who
lived in houses paid a yearly rent of
$332; those living in apartments or flats
paid $204.

Boston

At this time, 3.9 million people or 3.6
percent of Americans (a slight decrease
from 1900) lived in Massachusetts.
Boston’s population had grown to
748,000 residents or 19.4 percent of the
Commonwealth’s population (also a
slight decrease).

Demographically, 49.3 percent of

the city’s population was male; 97.6
percent was white; 27.9 percent was
aged 15 or younger; and 31.9 percent
was foreign born. Of those born in
other countries, 23.9 percent came from
Ireland, 16.9 percent from Canada, 16.0
percent from Italy, and 15.9 percent
from Russia. Slightly more than a fifth
(21.4 percent) of residents 21 and older
were naturalized citizens, and 4.0 per-
cent of the total population was illiter-
ate. The city contained 165,000 indi-
vidual households, located in 80,000
individual homes and many apartment
buildings. Average family size in Bos-
ton, 5.3, exceeded that for the country
as awhole and that for New York City.

In terms of education, 94.7 percent
of Boston children aged 7 to 13 were in
school. Among older children, 83.4 per-
cent of those aged 14 to 15, 43.2 per-
cent of those aged 16 to 17, and 15.2
percent of those aged 18 to 20 also re-
ceived education.
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Boston’s workforce included
350,000 people, 70.2 percent of whom
were men, and 29.8 percent of whom
were women. (See chart 7.) These work-
ers were found in the following occu-
pations: 37.0 percent in manufacturing
and mechanical industries, 15.1 percent
in trade, 14.4 percent in clerical occu-
pations, 13.2 percent in domestic and
personal services, 10.0 percent in trans-
portation, 6.6 percent in the profes-
sions, 3.2 percent in public service, and
less than 1 percent in agriculture.

Total average family income was
$1,477, an amount below the national
average and that recorded for New York
City. Average household expenditures,
$1,434, equaled those for the country
asawhole, but were 6.5 percent below
New York City’s.

When compared with 1901 levels,
household expenditures in Boston had
increased 62.8 percent. However, the
purchasing power of these 1919 dol-
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Chart 7. Economic and demographic indicators, Boston, 1918-19
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lars was approximately equal to the
purchasing power of 1901 dollars.
The share of household expendi-
tures that Boston families allocated for
food, clothing, and housing, 81.9 per-
cent, had increased from 1901. This in-
crease was powered by two of the cat-
egories: Food, 44.7 percent, and clothing,

15.5 percent. (Seetable 8 and chart8.)

In terms of housing, the average-
sized home in Boston had 6.2 rooms,
while the average-sized apartment had
4.7 rooms. Bostonians who lived in
houses paid a yearly rent of $182,
whereas those living in apartments or
flats paid $180.

Perspective

At the close of World War I, both New
York City and Boston remained attr