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Recent studies have revalued Hazel Kyrk for her original works on consumption and
the critique of neoclassical demand theory. Kyrk’s A Theory of Consumption (1923)
opened up new perspectives for understanding the nature of consumption and
revalued home economics as a central part of the economist agenda, taking distance
from the first generation of home economists. This paper focuses on Kyrk’s post-1923
scientific production and professional activities. Our main purpose is to show her
contributions to the quantitative foundations of consumption together with her attempt
to feed contemporary research on consumers’ behavior with pragmatism, policy
advice, and field knowledge. We selected specific issues: the education of consumers
through information and a strategy of “critical consumption”; the analysis of stra-
tegic industries; the well-being of American families; and the importance of
“invisible” objects (non-market activities) and their statistical processing.

I. INTRODUCTION

In recent years the economic thought of Hazel Kyrk (1886–1957) has received a growing
attention, which culminated on the anniversary of A Theory of Consumption, her main
theoretical contribution (Kyrk 1923).1
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Drawing inspiration from the works of Thorstein Veblen, Wesley Mitchell, and other
institutionalist economists, Kyrk (1923) criticized the epistemological roots of neoclassi-
cal demand theory, influencing a newwave of studies on consumption (Trezzini 2016; Le
Tollec 2020; Philippy, Betancourt, and Dimand 2024; Todorova 2024). Her peculiar
approach to economics, blending theory with applied research, fitted well with the
contemporary growth of quantitative research, and strengthened opportunities for women
economists in academia and public institutions, in a world dominated by gender discrim-
ination (Becchio 2019, pp. 94–97; Kuiper 2022, pp. 135–136; May 2022, p. 207). In
interwar America, Kyrk gained a leading role in both fields, providing a powerful signal of
the changing status of women. In academia and the public service, she reshaped home
economics in the economist’s scientific agenda, taking distance from thefirst generation of
home economists, who focused mainly on the “practical” problems of the home.

Trained in economics at the University of Chicago (PhD in 1920), Kyrk taught in both
the economics and home economics departments up to her retirement in 1952, achieving
full professorship in 1941. InChicago, she supervised ninePhDeconomistswhoworkedon
home economics, andwhowould later provide the bulk of applied research on consumption
markets (Le Tollec 2020, p. 48). Her experience as public advisor goes back to 1918, when
she traveled to London for “special service” as a statistician with the Allied Maritime
Transport Council, and continued well into the 1940s, when she chaired the Technical
Advisory Committee of the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) (Beller and Kiss 1999).

Kyrk’smain challengewas to offer new theoretical bases for understanding the socio-
anthropological dimensions of consumption. At the same time, she did not ignore the
importance of going beyond epistemological issues and building up more solid quan-
titative foundations regarding the comprehensive sphere of consumption and the atti-
tudes of consumers, studying standards of consumption and the relationship between
family incomes and expenditures (Johnson 2023; Kuiper 2024; Trezzini 2016, 2024). In
the final chapters of her book, an ambitious research program was launched with the
purpose of providing empirical contents for measuring theory and verifying common
beliefs regarding consumers’ behavior.

Another important part of Kyrk’s criticism of established theory was her quest for
consumers’ education. At a time when firms and advertising agencies were setting off a
marketing revolution, home economists tried to offer scientific intermediation between
producers and consumers (Goldstein 1997, 2012). In the wake of Veblen and Mitchell,
Kyrk argued that the act of consumption did not merely imply the presence of an agent
who was passively buying commodities according to some immutable set of prefer-
ences. Consumption, instead, involved active choices through “selection, skills and
thought” (Kyrk 1923, p. 85). Thus, unsurprisingly, neoclassical economics did not have
much to say about consumers’ education, which was often downgraded as an unscien-
tific issue.

On these premises, this paper analyzes both the contents and the impact of Kyrk’s
post-1923 scientific production and professional activities, regarding the quantitative
foundations of consumption together with her attempt to feed contemporary knowledge
of consumers’ behavior with pragmatism and field studies.

The paper is structured as follows. Section II gives an overview of the state of the art
from which Kyrk started, providing some contextualization of her professional activi-
ties. Section III focuses on consumers’ education and how to enhance “critical
consumption.” Section IV explores Kyrk’s efforts to build up a new science of statistics.
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The section is based on her studies of the bakery industry and the multiple dimensions of
consumption, as they were observed through the New Deal statistical reports on
consumption. Although the use of new sampling methods for studying consumption
was still in its infancy, Kyrk called for a massive (but “wise”) use of statistical tools and
new ideas for broadening the scope of investigation. SectionV deals with the importance
of “invisible” objects and their statistical processing using different perspectives:
women’s work, non-market activities, and the non-monetary measures of welfare.
The paper ends with a section of conclusions.

II. THE INSTITUTIONALIST LEGACY, HOME ECONOMICS, AND THE
RISE OF STATISTICS

During the Progressive Era, few American economists studied consumption as a socio-
economic phenomenon extending beyond the abstract assumptions of the marginalist
theory based on agents’ rationality and given preferences. Besides Veblen, Richard Ely
and Simon Patten paid attention to the social dimension of consumers’ choices under the
influence of German historicism (Philippy 2021, pp. 384–387). The widespread under-
estimation of social and cultural variables that influenced consumption expenditures
spurred a new generation of home economists, including Hazel Kyrk, to fill this gap.

David Philippy, Rebeca Gomez Betancourt, and Robert Dimand (2024) showed that
American institutionalism and the home economics movement were Kyrk’s main
intellectual roots and sources of inspiration. Following Veblen’s Theory of the Leisure
Class, Kyrk and Theresa McMahon developed new ideas for explaining the social
determinants of consumption and savings.2 Kyrk’s work was also related to the other
mainfigure of the institutionalist movement,WesleyC.Mitchell, who preached formore
solid empirical foundations of consumption, at a time when government agencies,
including the National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) and the Bureau of Home
Economics (BHE), also favored a quantitative turn in economic research.3

Veblen’s and Mitchell’s legacy affected Kyrk’s epistemology and her rejection of
marginal utility theory. Studying consumers’ choices required a greater awareness of the
connections between human nature and institutions, while hedonistic psychology
remained completely incapable of grasping the complexities of reality and motivations
(Todorova 2024). As Kyrk wrote, “motives were neither constituted simply by pleasure
and pain, nor simply by dominant desires, passions or impulses, nor simply by reason,
but they depend upon the nature of the universe within which they emerge” (Kyrk 1923,
p. 152). The nature of consumers’ choices was inherently dynamic and affected by a
mutable set of variables: status, class of income, ethnicity, geographical location, family
composition, and religion and cultural backgrounds.

2 Rutherford (2011, pp. 15–56) mentions Kyrk’s and McMahon’s writings on consumptions as significant
within the institutionalist movement. In her Social and Economic Standards of Living (1925), McMahon
analyzed the way in which standards of living changed over time and influenced studies on market demand
functions, paving the way to a macroeconomic approach (Trezzini 2016, pp. 283–284).
3 In 1921 Mitchell acted as a member of the committee that awarded Kyrk the prestigious Hart, Schaffher &
Marx Prize for her PhD dissertation (van Velzen 2001, p. 14). See also Morgan and Rutherford (1998).
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Kyrk’s post-1923 empirical work could be regarded as a natural progression of her
theoretical work, extending Mitchell’s research program, providing surveys on social
aspects of consumption and collecting data on family expenditures. Data collection was
a practical tool to identify standards that would allow consumers to make “wise choices”
(van Velzen 2003, pp. 48–49).

Going beyond Mitchell and using an interdisciplinary body of literature, including
anthropology, sociology, and psychology, Kyrk outlined a research agenda for helping
consumers to reflect critically on their behavior. Her contributions on education,
household expenditures, and women’s participation in the labor market could be
regarded as consistent with the idea of providing useful information to families and
individuals for making conscious decisions for their own ends. It is worth remarking at
this stage that Kyrk also applied the ideas of the pragmatic philosopher and educator
John Dewey, who described consumers’ valuation as a process of “making practical
judgments,” since values were merely instrumental and subjective, while full rationality
was not a specific attitude of consumers (van Velzen 2003, pp. 41–42).4

Kyrk’s efforts to educate families were part of a public policy for consumers’
protection and greater awareness (Spring 2003). Since its foundation in 1923, the
BHE promoted a culture of expertise in matters of consumption, strengthening the
impact of scientific achievements and methodologies in everyday life, beginning with
the use of social surveys assessing national trends in food consumption. By the early
1930s, democratic political leaders and policy makers relied on BHE to both educate
consumers and represent consumers’ interests in technical committees that were part of
the New Deal reform agenda (Goldstein 1997, 2012).

Education included dissemination through radio talks. The growing popularity of
movies and radio programs threatened the protection of consumers’ interests and some-
what reduced the impact of scientific achievements in shaping consumers’ choices. Hence,
BHE invited experts of home economics and consumption to raise their voice against the
illusion of consumerism that advertising campaigns tried to force on the American public.
Kyrk contributed to this movement by providing regular talks on the educational radio
programs in Chicago, promoted also by the local universities (Field 1991).

Edith Hawley, who joined the BHE in 1924, was an important figure promoting new
surveys on food consumption. Hawley developed techniques to establish “scales of
relative food requirements” in a comparative perspective and newmethods for assessing
the nutritive value of individual diets, thus promoting a new field of “food economics.”
Kyrk and DayMonroe, another economist trained by Kyrk at the University of Chicago,
cooperated with Hawley, albeit not uncritically. In their view, home economics should
focus on “the problems of the family” rather than simply conduct studies on mass-
produced goods (Kyrk 1933; Goldstein 2012, pp. 86–111).

To some extent, this shift from theoretical to applied economics undertaken by Kyrk
(and other home economists) depended on the changing role of women in academia.
Before the war women represented a sharp minority within the academic profession,
although they participated in conferences, and published books and articles on the same
topics that attracted their male colleagues. By contrast, in the interwar years, doctorates

4 Besides education, Dewey’s influence on Kyrk inspired her moral vision on wise consumption and
prevention of waste (Becchio 2019, p. 96).
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in economics awarded to women dropped significantly, and home economics offered a
disciplinary refuge for women with economics backgrounds, as it was one of the few
fields where women pursued careers and obtained professional recognition.5 The Great
Depression exacerbated women’s employment conditions, with a further reduction in
their opportunities as economists in academia. However, state and federal agencies (like
BHE or BLS) offered positions to women home economists for statistical analysis of
prices, wages, and consumption, and increasingly so under the New Deal (Folbre 1998,
p. 43; Rossiter 1982, p. 70; Forget 2011). This often-neglected activity would provide
postwar economists with fundamental empirical materials and new insights into family
budgets and consumption behavior (Philippy 2021).

While gender constraints prevented women fromworking fully on theoretical econom-
ics, Kyrk and her Chicago group (which included Margaret Reid and Elizabeth Hoyt)
reformed the tradition of home economics, as it was focused mainly on scientific
management of the house. Born in the nineteenth century as a science for the efficient
management of household labor, the home economicsmovementwas established byEllen
Richards between 1899 and 1908, during the Lake Placid Conferences. During the 1908
Lake Placid Conference, the American Home Economics Association was established, as
well as the Journal of Home Economics. Richards emphasized women’s crucial role in
savings and consumption instead of housekeeping and decoration (Philippy 2021). Home
economics soon became an expression of the ideals of the Progressive Era, emphasizing
the role of social responsibility and scientific education at a time when market purchases
and the industrial society were gaining ground (Becchio 2019, pp. 88–89).

When Kyrk started contributing to the field, she tried to establish closer connections
between economics and the old-fashioned approach that mainly focused on the role of
women in increasing housekeeping efficiency (van Velzen 2003, pp. 47–48). Introduc-
ing her book Economic Problems of the Family ([1929] 1933, p. xix), Kyrk remarked
how “home economics” was not meant to cover “technical and practical questions of
nutrition, childcare, care of the house and selection of clothing, furniture and household
equipment”without considering such problems as “‘economic’ in the academic sense of
that term.” “Home economics” thus became “household economics,” a subfield of
microeconomics, with its own production functions, including unpaid domestic labor
as an input that shaped the demand curve (Becchio 2019, pp. 87–95). Not surprisingly,
some of Kyrk’s late writings explored the place of women within and outside the labor
market, and how to measure it.

Manywomen economists had already dealt with women’s labor conditions and social
reforms, under the influence of John Commons (Becchio 2019, p. 59–71). Edith Abbott,
who got her PhD at the University of Chicago in 1905 under the supervision of
Sophonisba Breckinridge, was one of the most prolific writers in the field of social
reforms, including wage gaps and the minimumwage and other issues, such as housing,
immigrants, crime, prisons, and truancy (Goldin 2006, p. 4). Emilie Hutchinson, a 1919
Columbia PhD in economics, was another scholar who saw how the advent of the
machine age had deeply changed the relationship between men and women in the labor
market (Hutchinson 1929).

5 As AnnMaryMay (2022) pointed out, discrimination against women economists explains their propension
to an interdisciplinary approach as an instrument for their access to the academic labor market.
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A growing mass of empirical studies on household incomes and expenditure was
published in the interwar years, as first shown by Faith M. Williams and Carle
C. Zimmerman (1935).6 William Ogburn (1919, 1923) was among the foremost institu-
tionalistswho elaboratedwage statistics and standards of living, assuming consumption as
a socially determined activity. Ogburn introduced the idea of consumption baskets and
their complex connectionswith income.New evidence on consumption dynamics became
relevant in steering the “way Keynes came to America” (Trezzini 2024).

Thus, both institutionalist economists and women home economists developed
empirical studies of consumption and living standards. Jessica Peixotto, a forerunner
of home economics at Berkeley, published on family budgets (1927b), while Carle
Zimmerman (1927) provided an in-depth analysis of rural families’ expenditures.
Building upon this literature, Kyrk’s Consumer Purchases Study (Kyrk et al. 1941)
provided further estimates, which would then be used to test the Keynesian consumption
function. In particular, Elizabeth Gilboy used Kyrk to criticize John Maynard Keynes’s
propensity to consume and the slope of the curve.7 According to Gilboy, statistical
evidence showed that a general theory of the propensity to consumemade little sense and
could not explain patterns of behavior and choices (Gilboy 1938). Kyrk’s data were also
used by Dorothy Brady and Rose Friedman (1947) for their research on income and
wealth, which emphasized the importance of relative, rather than absolute, income
(Forget 2023).

III. INCREASING CONSUMERS’ EDUCATION: THE ROLE OF
KNOWLEDGE AND PUBLIC REGULATION

In the early 1920s, Kyrk became actively involved in “pro-consumers” campaigns
alongside many interwar economists, including Gardiner Means and Leon Henderson
(van Velzen 2001).8 Consumers’ education was a frequent topic in Kyrk’s scientific
writings, radio talks, and other occasional contributions.9 One important publication
regarded the 1938 revision of the 1925 book Food Buying and Our Markets (Monroe,
Kyrk, and Stone [1925] 1938), which dealt with many economic aspects of
food purchases and how to improve consumers’ abilities to make choices.10

6 Two books estimating expenditure appeared in succession in 1934–35: Leven, Moult, and Warburton
(1934), three scholars from the Brookings Institution; and Lough (1935). See also Stigler (1954) and
Stapleford (2009) for nineteenth-century studies on consumption and family expenditures.
7 ElizabethGilboy got her PhD atHarvard, with a study onwages in eighteenth-century England, whichmade
her visible in academia after publication (1934). Then she worked at Harvard until the 1960s as secretary of
the Committee on Research in the Social Sciences andwas consultant for the USBLS from 1960 to 1964. For
more details about Gilboy and her intellectual debt toward Kyrk, see Trezzini (2016).
8 On the history of consumer movement, see Glickman (2001, 2009).
9 ForKyrk’s academicwritings on consumers’ education, seeKyrk (1930, 1934b, 1935a, 1935b, 1944). Kyrk
(1934a) is a series of informative radio talks given in the Spring quarter of 1934 and then collected in a book
by theUniversity of Chicago on the possibilities that newmarketing toolsmay increase consumers’ education
and awareness.
10 The book is an example of the scientific networks linking women economists specialized in home
economics.
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The 1938 revision stressed the impact that the crisis had provoked mainly through the
increase of urbanization.11

Many were the challenges ahead. From a “destructive” point of view, the main task
was to offset the distortions of marketing and advertising as being mainly undertaken in
the interest of producers. From a more constructive perspective, Kyrk’s interventions
dealt with three main issues: 1. the definition of consumers’ education; 2. the main
objectives of a future program of consumers’ education; and 3. the policy priorities that
institutions, authorities, advisory boards, or private associations should pursue.

According to Kyrk, the act of “buying wisely”was a difficult job that needed training
at different levels of schooling. “Wise buying” did not depend on gender, and neither
was it a specific attitude that women possessed.12 It rather depended on the peculiar
characteristics of the goods that individuals consumed and on the difficulties with which
buyers operated.13

During a radio talk ironically titled “AreWomen Economic Imbeciles?”Kyrk argued
that, unlike personal consumption, “wise buying” did not significantly affect commer-
cial consumption, since “the commercial buyer has sources of exact information about
goods that are not available to the household buyer” (Kyrk 1934a, p. 3). By contrast,
individual consumers (regardless of their gender) faced difficulties that depended on the
larger variety of goods, the smaller amount of cumulative experience, and the value of
intangibles—such as “comfortableness, beauty, happiness” (Kyrk 1934a, p. 2)—that
were inevitably more difficult to appraise.

How to improve “wise buying”? A greater scientific knowledge strengthened con-
sumers’ standards through a process of building competence from schools to universities.14

Education for buying should become a new subject of high schools’ curricula, “as much as
training in the arts, techniques, and skills” (Kyrk 1934b, p. 19). At the university level,
courses offered by departments of economics could offset the dangers of demand distor-
tions through advertising and help coordinate attempts to reinforce consumers’ standards
(Kyrk 1930; Kyrk 1934b). In the past, Kyrk noted, schools and universities “have only
played a part in educating people to sell (supply chains) or to trade, but not to buy” (Kyrk
1934b, p. 21), while consumers’ education was left in the hands of manufacturers or
intermediaries, with huge conflicts of interest being the obvious consequence; hence, the
necessity to transfer education “from biased to unbiased hands” (Kyrk 1930, p. 14).

The first goal of consumers’ education was to increase value by reducing transaction
costs. Transaction costs could be reduced by providing relevant information regarding
alternatives and by acquiring economies of scale through time and energy saving. They
could also be affected through amore widespread knowledge regarding themaintenance
of durables, the lengthening of the life cycle of goods, and the elimination of waste.
Again, minimizing transaction costs was not peculiar to the sex of the buyer but rather to

11 The National Resources Committee conducted a nationwide empirical survey on family expenditures
showing how food expenditures accounted for about 29% of total income in 1935–36 and represented 34%of
all expenditures for consumption purposes (Monroe, Kyrk, and Stone [1925] 1938).
12 This statement clearly resonates with Mitchell (1912).
13 By the late 1930s, Kyrk seems to have abandoned the idea of “wise” consumption, due perhaps to the
difficulty of its empirical definition. This concept was also characterized to some extent by a sort of
“paternalism,” as Margaret Reid and Elizabeth Hoyt observed. On this point, see Bankovsky (2024).
14 Education should be based on the “wisdom of the past and the best thought of today regarding the act of
living” (Kyrk 1930, p. 17).
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the difficulties with which buyers operate, and to the opportunity costs related to his/her
main occupation or position in society. Measuring consumption efficiency according to
sex and through women’s presumptively better ability to shop was just another form of
gender discrimination, while “waste and backwardness are not due to the sex of the
buyer. They are due to the nature of the goods bought and the use to which they are to be
put” (Kyrk 1934a, p. 4).

A second purpose of education was to increase the scientific background and aware-
ness in consumers’ choices. Here, Kyrk suggested that different forms of education could
help to shape values, wants, and preferences in a more appropriate direction for the
consumer’s well-being. One strategy followed the guidelines of science and rejected
emulation and deep-rooted habits. Undoubtedly, this was the most difficult goal to be
attained through science and experience since it could be deeply influenced by outside
forces. Among these, Kyrk cited the case of monopolies, organized producers, pressure
groups, and advertising agencies; but she also emphasized the role of churches, the press,
and, most significantly, informal actors, such as “neighbours,” the “upper class,” or what
“the best people do” (Kyrk 1935a, p. 44). Hence, the reduction of consumers’ illiteracy
could become an impossible task against the coalescing power of these forces.

Education had a fundamental importance particularly in those cases when it implied
an increase in such superior values that regarded consumers’ health or morality. Here,
Kyrk thought, education should avoid the confusion created by the belief that a growth-
induced democratization of standards inevitably implied an improvement of consump-
tion standards. Thus, education could steer consumption away from the dangers of
emulation. The introduction of “educational psychology”—the study of how people
learn—in scholastic curricula strengthened awareness and autonomy, and formed a class
of choice-conscious consumers who do not follow the example of a higher order élite at
all costs (Kyrk 1930, p. 18).

Obviously, the success of educationwasmuch harder to achievewhen the objectivewas
the improvement and reform of existing standards. One instance regarded the relationship
between food and health, whichKyrk (1935a, p. 43) saw as “one of themajor revelations of
modern science, one of the greatest advances of the past 100 years in the understanding of
the processes of life.” In this case, authorities should prevail on free choice, particularly
when health standards were threatened by unsound practices (Kyrk 1930, p. 18).

Consumers’ education should become a policy priority. It had the nature of a public
good that state authorities should provide. Kyrk (1923) had already mentioned that state
departments were responsible for improving educational standards through the creation
of “bureaus of markets or bureaus of standards,” whose main task was to provide
information and measures against fraud. In her subsequent writings, she insisted that
authorities should provide “a clearer notion of what consumers’ interests are, of the
measures necessary to promote them, and of the difficulties in the way” (Kyrk 1935b,
p. 201). Public policy, however, was oftenwritten by producers. NewDeal legislation, in
this respect, was disappointing since it had done too little to counter “the prevailing
interests of producing groups or occupational groups” (Kyrk 1935b, p. 202): an injury to
consumers was still insufficient to justify a “cease and desist” order from the Federal
Trade Commission that could prevent firms from continuing bad practices. Thus, while
some headway had been made to increase the power of small firms, the consumer was
often neglected.
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One difficulty depended on the conflict between the individual’s interests as a
consumer and his other interests as a wage earner or income recipient. In fact, most
people’s attention was concentrated on income and occupation, while no consideration
was given to benefits related to lifestyle, social values, or alternative modes of expen-
diture. Hence, in her educational campaigns, Kyrk suggested that authorities should “go
beyond” the income bias and reduce ignorance of the behavioral and informational
drivers of consumption: if so, “policies for safeguarding the interests of consumers as
such will be more adequately formulated” (Kyrk 1934a, p. 25). Here, again, education
clarified “the relevance of social values attached to consumption” to convince people
that the “abundance of goods at low cost is not, of course, the sole concern of a society.
There are other competing and completing values—leisure, security, good working
conditions” (Kyrk 1935b, p. 203).

For home economists, educational issues enhanced the need to design new, active
policy measures. Kyrk suggested different lines of action, the first of which was to
increase transparency: consumers were often obliged to pay for services and accessories
that were imposed on them and were not part of their demand (Kyrk 1935a). The second
was to impose a higher quality of grademarking and informative labels—something that
was still inadequate and unreliable. This was a critical issue, indeed, which raisedKyrk’s
skepticism on the effective power of consumers, despite the role played by consumers’
activism in the Progressive Era.15 In fact, New Deal attempts to impose well-defined
standard codes of labeling on industrial producers through the agency of the consumers’
advisory board had been disappointing. At the same time, public actions to disseminate
external, independent “grading” and improve qualitative standards had suffered the
same fate (Kyrk 1934a, pp. 20–23).16 The third line of actionwas to promote the creation
of pressure groups representing consumers and the diffusion of groups fighting monop-
olies. Minorities had already been defended in such complex fields as banking and
finance,17 and pressure groups supporting consumers could gain the public scene since,
as Kyrk suggested (1935b, p. 203), “they represent votes.”

IV. KYRK’S CONTRIBUTIONS TO EMPIRICAL ECONOMICS

In 1925Kyrkmade a significant contribution to empirical research with an inquiry of the
American bakery industry, a study that has so far received little attention from scholars
and biographers. Kyrk prepared themanuscript in thewinter of 1923–24,when shewas a
research associate with the Food Research Institute at Stanford University, founded by

15 Skotnicki (2021) shows that until the 1930s, battles on labelingmainly regardedworkers’ conditions rather
than the possibility of increasing consumers’ awareness through more general information on standards.
Efforts of consumers’ associations to upgrade labeling for the “sympathetic consumers” did not accomplish
much since trade unions feared that manufacturers could use labels to obscure poor labor practices.
16 Kyrk mentions the disappointing achievements of the NRA Consumers Advisory Board and the troubled
path of the Tugwell-Copeland bill that ultimately led to its cancellation after the pressure of producers (Kyrk
1934a).
17 The Council of Foreign Bondholders was established in 1933.
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Herbert Hoover in 1921 to study the problems of production, distribution, and con-
sumption of food.18

Bakery was a crucial topic for the early generations of home economists, since mass-
produced food, including bread, was gradually replacing homemade cooking.19 Kyrk’s
studywas built on census data,20 providing information on the position and growth of the
industrial sector, its economic and financial characteristics, and the labor force, includ-
ing information on wages and the conditions of children and women (Kyrk and Davis
1925). The report produced results under three different headings.

The first section was the industry’s position and growth. From this respect, baking
ranked high, together with such giants as iron and steel, automobiles, and clothing. Its
annual value exceeded one billion dollars, despite the postwar deflationary trend. The
second section was the economic characteristics of the industry. The making of bakery
products was a small-scale activity with a low average number of employees per
establishment (about seven in 1919), a much lower figure than the average for all
industrial sectors (thirty-six employees per establishment). Moreover, census data
showed a small proportion of corporate ownership (over three-quarters of bakeries were
owned by individuals). In the third section, Kyrk offered relevant information on
workers. As in all manufacturing industries, the percentage of children employed in
baking was low and declining. Men constituted 73.2% of wage earners but only 65.4%
of lower-salaried employees. At the same time, the proportion of womenwas increasing,
probably due to the introduction of more mechanical methods. According to the census,
real wages in bakery had substantially increased since 1914, following about the same
trend as the manufacturing industry.

The study of bakery had connections with Kyrk’s theory of consumption, mainly in
the effort to analyze the availability of products. This was evident in the proportion of
wheat flour for domestic consumption (see Table 1) or the value of bakery products per
capita (see Table 2). Increasing productivity had boosted domestic consumption, since
the external components of demand declined due to the worsening international
relations and the fall of income in Latin American countries and other traditional
trading partners.

Between the late 1920s and the first half of the 1930s, data collection was an essential
pre-requisite for understanding American society and for advising reforms. Statisticians,
government bureaucrats, and social scientists looked for more sophisticated tools for
measuring social changes. At the end of the 1920s Kyrk reflected on some methodo-
logical aspects regarding the use of statistical data, being unsatisfied with an excessively
descriptive approach. In a 1929 discussion hosted by the Journal of Farm Economics,
Kyrk stressed the need for a methodological turn in consumption and agriculture: “we
will be obliged to acquaint ourselves with the techniques necessary for studying
quantitative data. It has probably not been the lack of imagination alone, but the lack
of knowledge of statistical methods, that has limited the study of the data collected”

18 The report was co-authored by the director of the institute, Joseph S. Davis, although the original
manuscript was prepared by Kyrk in the winter of 1923–24.
19 Ellen Richards regarded industrial food as a tool for the liberation of women and for supplying families
with a balanced diet (Spring 2003, pp. 36–40).
20 To our knowledge Abbott and Breckinridge (1906) made the first attempt to evaluate women’s labor
market participation using census data.
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(Kyrk 1929, p. 576). More sophisticated techniques were needed to improve knowledge
of consumers’ behavior. “We do not buy food or clothing. We buy specified kinds of
food and clothing. If we are to study consumers’ behaviour, we must know its specific
variations with changing conditions” (1929, p. 576). Moreover, Kyrk was aware of the
need for an increase of international comparisons and the standardization of international
methodologies: “I believe,” she said, “[it] would help to open our eyes to new possibil-
ities in studying our data; that is, the enlargement of our knowledge of what has been
done in other countries” (1929, p. 576).

Table 1. Home Consumption and Export of Wheat Flour (in Thousands of Current Dollars),
1899–1923

Census
year

Wheat flour
produced

Net
exports

Home
consumption

HC/Tot. WF
produced

1899 333,998 73,090 260,908 78%

1904 480,259 50,463 429,796 89%

1909 550,116 49,388 500,728 91%

1914 543,840 62,081 481,759 89%

1919 1,436,444 293,399 1,143,045 80%

1921 871,732 110,383 761,349 87%

1923 660,455 86,835 573,620 87%

Source: Kyrk and Davis (1925, p. 86)

Table 2. Value of Bakery Products Per Capita (in Dollars, on 1913 Price Level), 1860–1923

Year Value per capita

1860 0.53

1870 0.84

1880 1.28

1890 2.45

1900 2.99

1904 3.79

1909 4.52

1914 5.12

1919 5.33

1921 6.881

1923 6.59

Source: Kyrk and Davis (1925, p. 87)
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So far as empirical methods are concerned, a partial advancement was accomplished
by her bookEconomic Problems of the Family, published in 1929 and revised in 1933.21

Its main subject was the study of the economic welfare of American families, in terms of
incomes, prices, and standards of living: an ambitious project focused upon the family as
an economic unit. The book used published and unpublishedmaterials scattered across a
wide array of specialized research sources.

More specifically, Kyrk attempted to establish a scale for reducing data about families
of differing size and composition to standard consumption units, using methods for
measuring the total costs of maintaining a given standard of living of the family and the
relative monetary costs and caloric requirements of the different members of the family
(Kyrk [1929] 1933, ch. 11). Following the path traced by the German statistician Ernst
Engel (but also by Adolphe Quetelet and Frederic Le Play before him), Kyrk explored
the advantages and weaknesses of family budgets as the source for establishing an
empirical approach to consumption. Food consumption was a proxy for measuring the
expenditures of a “standard family,” using the energy requirements of the various ages,
sexes, and occupations or, alternatively, the cost of food. Different studies had already
proposed different scales. Their comparison showed, however, a common reliance on
the average caloric need or the average level of expenditure of onemember of the family,
usually the adult male, as the base for expressing the relative requirement of women and
children. At that time, Edgar Sydenstricker and Wilford King (1920) had elaborated the
best-known cost scale in a study of the expenditures of South Carolina families in 1916–
17. The unit for measuring food requirements corresponded to the demand for food of
the average male, in monetary terms, as exemplified in Table 3.

A necessary integration was required to measure the relative needs of age groups and
sexes for clothing, housing, and other categories of basic consumption goods. In this
regard, Kyrk emphasized the lack of accurate statistical data at a disaggregated level that
weakened the empirical foundation of her theory of consumption. Crucial questions to
be answered were the effects of nationality and occupation on consumption, as well as
the price level or the size and composition of the family.22 Subsequently, Kyrk attempted
to fill this gap by writing other substantial reports on these matters.

Kyrk ([1929] 1933) returned to the definition of “standard of living,” one of the most
challenging issues of her 1923 book.23 If a standard was “an attitude toward, a way of
regarding or of judging, a given mode of life” (Kyrk 1923, p. 175), it followed that there
were a variety of standards that changed under the influence of cultural and social
variables. Kyrk attempted to substantiate this point using a 1928 study conducted at Yale

21 The book was based on a course offered at the University of Chicago in 1925 at the request of the
Department of Home Economics. A further revised edition, entitled The Family in the American Economy,
appeared in 1953.
22 In 1928, Louise Stanley and Ruth Brien, chief of the BHE and chief of its textile and clothing division,
respectively, contacted Kyrk to share information on consumption standards and the real motivations behind
consumers’ choices. Kyrk disappointed the BHE’s expectations, replying that the idea of “rational
consumption” was just an abstraction, and economists could not really understand consumers’ deep
motivations (Goldstein 2012, p. 98).
23 As Miriam Bankovsky (2024) argued, after 1933 Kyrk gradually weakened the normative approach she
adopted in her 1923 and 1933 books, giving up interpreting a “high standard of living” as a “wise”
consumption.
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University, which focused on the “academic” standard of living.24 The results of this
research confirmed that the same class of monetary income was judged as “decent” or
“unsatisfactory” as the income or the attitudes toward a particular mode of living of
different individuals or social groups changed. With regard to the definition of the
American standard of living, Kyrk suggested that no quantitative estimate was possible
and simply stated that America was too big and varied to admit the existence of a
characteristic American standard: “Nothing is more difficult than to see the peculiar
characteristics of one’s own standard of living” (Kyrk [1929] 1933, pp. 379–380).25

As Thomas Stapleford has observed, the Depression and the New Deal offered
consumption economists political and social reasons to implement a national expendi-
ture survey and the economic resources to do it (Stapleford 2007). Many women
economists, among which were many of Kyrk’s students, were involved in writing
government reports, showing an increasing interest for studying income distribution and
promoting consumers’ behavior (Johnson 2023). In this context Kyrk achieved prom-
inence as a consultant to public agencies and had the opportunity to lead one of the most
original and updated public surveys on family expenditure.26

Between 1935 and 1936 many public agencies developed quantitative studies on
consumption: among them, the National Resources Planning Committee, the BHE, the
BLS, the Work Projects Administration, and the Central Statistical Board. Kyrk
co-authored all these papers subsequently published in a series of volumes on the
Consumer Purchases Study (Kyrk et al. 1941). The reports were divided in two parts.

Table 3. Relative Cost of Food for Various Members of the Family Group as Estimated in
Certain Minimum Standard Budgets (Sydenstricker and King 1920 Scale)

Member of family Food cost scale

Child one year 0.302

Child two years 0.348

Child five years 0.435

Child eight years 0.506

Child eleven years 0.592

Child fourteen years 0.769

Boy seventeen years 0.935

Woman at moderate work 0.858

Man at moderate work 1

Source: Kyrk ([1929] 1933, p. 196)

24 The Yale research dealt with the economic problems of those in the teaching profession, analyzing
272 faculty members (Henderson and Davie 1929). Another similar study was published by Peixotto in
1927a, analyzing ninety-six University of California families and their standard of living (see Blayac 2023).
25 On the “invention” of the American Standard of Living, also from the point of view of the workers’
movement, see Glickman (1997, ch. 4).
26 In 1937 Kyrk became a consultant for the New York Department of Labor and until 1942 was principal
economist of the BHE (van Velzen 2001, p. 41).
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The first was on family incomes, family composition, occupation, and—considering the
distinction between city families and village families—rent paid and rental values of
owned homes. The second published data on expenditures for the major consumption
categories. Details of family consumption were presented in separate reports for food,
clothing, transportation, housing and household operation, housing facilities, education,
reading, medical care, and other expenditures.

These reports represented the first large-scale statistical study of the American
standard of living and consumer purchasing,27 influencing also contemporary debates
on Keynes’sGeneral Theory, as we have seen in section II. They also served to establish
base-year prices for the cost-of-living index (the forerunner of the Consumer Price
Index), an important economic indicator and, increasingly, a reference point in industrial
negotiations.28

This major effort of data collection was inspired by a mixed sampling method (both
random selection and non-probability selective sampling). Sampling surveys were
routinized and popularized in the 1930s, due also to their lower costs; the random
sample survey method was used to study unemployment or household budgets
(Desrosières 1998, pp. 204–209).29

The sample was limited to communities of a significant size living in five broad
geographic regions: New England, Middle Atlantic and North Central, Plains and
Mountain, Pacific, and Southeast. Communities were selected to typify five distinct
degrees of urbanization in each region: large cities, middle-sized cities, small cities,
villages, and farm counties. In sampling the cities, Kyrk’s studies influenced the
selection of additional factors under consideration: the interdependence between com-
munities; the density of population and their rate of growth; the proportion of White
natives; the main economic activities; and the cultural patterns.

The study of consumption was confined to the largest families in the population,
namely native White, unbroken (“cohesive”), and non-relief families. Native Black
families were included only in the Southeast region and in New York City and
Columbus, Ohio, where they were studied separately. For its inclusion in the income
investigation, a city or village family had to meet other requirements, such as the
existence of a couple (husband and wife), married for at least one year.30 All information
on family incomes and expenditures was obtained through personal interviews with the
housewife or other responsible members of the family. Households were selected with a
randommethod from among eligible families according to pre-established criteria (Kyrk
et al. 1941, pp. 213–223).

27 At the 98thMeeting of the American Statistical Association (Chicago 1936), Kyrk presented a comment to
BHE economist Day Monroe (Monroe 1937) describing the Consumer Purchases Study as the first advance
since Engel’s work for a better definition of the laws of consumption. This goal required two conditions: new
techniques for analysis of the data, and a clarification about the purposes for which data were collected and
used by the political power (Kyrk 1937).
28 See Stapleford (2009).
29 The Census Bureau was the main source for innovations in sample surveys and the technical development
of data processing (see Anderson 2015, p. 185). See also Didier (2009).
30 According to Kuiper (2024), eugenic reasoning impacted Kyrk’s theoretical work only superficially,
although she structured her research on consumption standards through the lens of the White middle-class
family, chosen as the unit of analysis for consumer behavior.
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By computing annual income data from 300,000 American families across the
country, the Consumer Purchases Study became a milestone in empirical research,
and a real advancement for the research program outlined by Kyrk. It was more
extensive, innovative, and informative than any other previous expenditure survey in
the US or other Western countries. As Stapleford (2007, p. 440) observed, the survey
was an instrument for avoiding waste and over- or underproduction and supporting the
New Deal. This and other similar investigations were designed and implemented
primarily by left-leaning economists (women, in many cases) to support, justify, and
implement economic policies that would have reflated mass purchasing power as a way
out of the Great Depression (Backhouse and Cherrier 2017). However, despite the hopes
of the economists involved in federal planning, the reports failed to be “an effective aid to
New Deal reformers, proving far more useful to another group: advertisers and market-
research professionals” (Stapleford 2007, p. 419).

V. SOME “INVISIBLE” OBJECTS FOR STATISTICS: WOMEN’S
CONDITIONS AND INCOME DISTRIBUTION

Historians have shown how female work in official statistical sources has been tradi-
tionally undervalued due to cultural and social gender biases, ultimately leading to a
misrepresentation of household work as non-productive work (Boserup 1970; Folbre
1991; Bateman 2019). At the same time, a well-established literature has demonstrated
the inadequacy of the standard definition of GDP in measuring the real economic
conditions of individuals and social groups: its main references to market relations
and commodities measured in monetary terms disallowed the possibility of capturing
goods and services produced outside the market (such as gifts, homemade, and other
services). This circumstance brought about the study of alternatives to GDP for mea-
suring economic performance and social welfare, considering non-market activities,
such as household labor, which often coincide with female employment.31

Together with other American women economists of her age, Kyrk was a forerunner
of such a critical approach to income measurement. Kyrk ([1929] 1933) conducted
original analyses on women’s conditions, their participation in the labor market, and
their productive role in invisible activities, and identified “home” as a place where
consumption and production activities take place.32 She devoted many pages to the
economic status of women engaged in household production, where particular attention
is paid to the problematic distinction between productive and unproductive work:

The home is a place of consumption; it is not the center of production, but productive
activities still go on there. They do not consist to the same degree as formerly in the
creation of form utilities. Housekeepingwomen can no longer be classed occupationally

31 For the misrepresentation of unpaid domestic work in the national accounts, see Meagher (1997); Stiglitz,
Sen, and Fitoussi (2010); and other related studies (Fleurbaey and Blanchet 2013; Coyle 2014; Lepenies
[2013] 2016).
32 Kyrk’s approach is more comprehensive and differs from that of Ellen Richards (1899, p. 23), who
emphasized the consumers’ perspective and believed that home had become “a place of consumption, not of
production.”
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with farmers and manufacturers; instead, their activities are analogous to those of
middlemen and those who render services. The increase in the relative importance
of activities such as these is an outstanding feature of our society. (Kyrk [1929]
1933, p. 77)

When Kyrk wrote the above and similar passages, data collection on household
production was still in its infancy. At the BHE, the economics division had started a
study about the actual working time of over 2,500 rural and urban homemakers living in
different parts of the United States (Kyrk [1929] 1933, p. 92). The study was promoted
by Hildegarde Kneeland (1929a, 1929b), a professor and head of the department of
household economics at Kansas State Agriculture College. Available evidence sug-
gested that the housewife oversaw a significant amount of work in the home, although
conditions were changing according to times, places, and status. Five-sixths of women
spent over forty-two hours a week in homemaking, more than half spent over forty-eight
hours, and one-third spent over fifty-six hours (fifty-two hours on average for the rural
homemakers; forty-six hours for urban homemakers). Only 10%ofwomen in large cities
claimed spending less than thirty-five hours a week (Kyrk [1929] 1933, p. 93).

Some years later, Kyrk (1947) further investigated the nature of women’s work in the
household—normally regarded by official statistics as non-work—and its measurement.
In the case of women, “working” was often considered a deviation from the norm. No
such question would be asked concerning men. The expectation in their case, as Kyrk
argued, was active, paid employment:

If the number of able-bodied males neither in school nor in the labor force grew to
sizable proportions, immediate inquirywould bemade into the reasons for the defection.
With women, it is the reverse. Attention is concentrated upon the thirteen million who
were in the labor force in 1940 rather than upon the thirty million able to work and out of
school who were neither employed nor seeking employment. (Kyrk 1947, p. 44)

Before Kyrk, the issue of women’s entry in the labor market had already been addressed
by other scholars. Sophonisba Breckinridge (1933) provided evidence about the activ-
ities of women outside the home, as part of a study titled Recent Social Trends in the
United States, commissioned by President Hoover, to which Mitchell and other insti-
tutionalist economists contributed. Paul Douglas and Erika Schoenberg had explored the
labor supply of men and women across cities, noticing that married women’s employ-
ment was negatively correlated with their husband’s income (Douglas 1934; Douglas
and Schoenberg 1937). As to the women who were part of the “official” labor force,
Kyrk collected evidence showing the relevance of social variables, ideally continuing
the work of Breckinridge, and Douglas and Schoenberg. According to the 1940 census,
working women were often single, widowed, or divorced, and about three-quarters of
them lived in cities. Only a tenth of the female workers were part of the rural farm
population, even though almost a fifth of the able-bodied, out-of-school women lived in
farm communities (US Bureau of the Census 1943).

Marital conditions influenced female participation in the labor market: single women
accounted for one-half of the female labor force. Here, again, Kyrk combined quanti-
tative analysis with social and economic explanations. In her view, young women
working for pay or profit were a consequence of a growing market economy and the
diversion of resources, human and otherwise, fromproduction for individuals and family
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uses to production for markets. This was a transformation of the economic system that
managed to break down and ultimately overcome social and cultural barriers: “It is also
true that the compulsion to take a job or even the inclination to do so is still not as strong
among daughters as among sons. Some families resist their daughters’ entrance into the
labor market, either through pride, through a mistaken notion of protection, or through
desire for their companionship or services” (Kyrk 1947, p. 46). The presence of a child
had a deterrent effect upon paid employment. In fact, the proportion of women with
children who were gainfully employed sharply decreased with the number of children.
Mothers of young children were more likely to work for money only if their husband’s
earnings were low.

Kyrk stressed the importance of amore detailed statistical analysis of “when andwhy”
womenworked. In this respect,more facts about the economic life history ofwomenwere
needed; the census gave only a partial perspective, since it collected data that captured just
a single event in people’s lifetime. Thus, in her 1948 address to the Women’s Bureau
Conference, Kyrk outlined a socio-economic analysis of the labor market from a specific,
gendered point of view. Although no statistical evidence was provided, Kyrk presented
an interesting taxonomy of different earning women in the labor market: the married, the
single, the widowed, the divorced, and those living separately from their husbands.
Current times were characterized by a sort of historical transition:

In 1940 four-fifths of the urban single women not in schools or institutions were in the
labor force. This period of employment is becoming part of the accepted life pattern. In
this one particular, at least, we can say that the employed single women present no
problem. Their presence in the labor force is accepted and approved.We do not fear that
they are neglecting home responsibilities, or that their ability to earn will affect
adversely the marriage age or rate. (Kyrk 1948, p. 2)

Kyrk expressed an explicit value judgment emphasizing that no restrictions should be
placed upon women’s freedom to enter a productive activity, and the same principle
should be applied to all kinds ofworkers and non-workers. A specific focus regarded how
to reconcile active employment with home responsibilities. The basic question was about
how heavy the femaleworkloadwas for a contemporaryAmerican household, in times of
a general decline ofmanual activities and increase of services. Despite the reduction in the
number of children and the widespread diffusion of time-saving devices, new and always
unbalanced duties fell upon women’s shoulders, often independent of their standard of
living. Here, again, Kyrk admitted that no accurate measure of the length (and other
related features) of the home-keeping working day was available. However, empirical
studies had showed that home duties for women with young children exceeded those of
women without children by almost 50%. Increasing the statistical relevance implied the
knowledge of how the worktime of women varied according to the stages of their life.
Again, this was difficult evidence to collect (Kyrk 1948, p. 6).

In the postwar years, Kyrk’s attention focused increasingly on the analysis and
measurement of welfare in her position as a BLS consultant and chair of the Technical
Advisory Committee charged with formulating a standard family budget.33 In a 1950

33 According to Reid (1972), the budget was the most quoted yardstick of the economic welfare of families
and continued to be used for about thirty years until the early 1980s.
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paper published by the American Economic Review, Kyrk outlined the importance of
income distribution as a measure of welfare, at a time when economists mainly treated
this issue in connection with macroeconomic concerns, namely growth and production.
The paper was built around these questions: To what extent is income distribution a
proper measure of economic welfare? Is monetary income a good measure of people’s
command over goods? Possible answers required information on the state of the
beneficiaries, their satisfaction, health, happiness, and personality, suggesting the
involvement of both psychological and physical phenomena.

Personal income distribution was also a consequence of the family status and
composition. An increase of school-leaving age or marriage age could reduce the
number of earners and total family incomes, with the apparent effect of increasing
inequality in the command over goods. Attention should be paid to the proportion of
non-money incomes, for instance, in the case of rural families or the smaller commu-
nities that lived on homegrown food. Kyrk was aware of the difficulties in measuring
these informal economic activities:

The total addition to real income through the services rendered by unpaid family labor,
primarily women, is obviously of some magnitude. In recent years about thirty million
able-bodied adults have at any one time been employing their energies only in this way.
In addition, most of the six and a half million married women in the labor force who are
coheads of households devote a good many hours per week to housework, and other
family members perform services that have a market counterpart in varying smaller
amounts. No feasible method has ever been suggested for placing a money value on
these services. (Kyrk 1950, p. 348)

Thus, the number and value of free services and transfers available from private and
public sources affected income distribution and inequalities. Food, housing, andmedical
and hospital care were the most frequently cited goods in this respect. As to their
empirical measurement, the visible amount of these transfers varied according to
whether they were supplied in cash or in kind. If in cash, the results will appear in the
income distribution; if in kind, they will not. Thus, the amount of the money income
(even if deductions and additions were considered) was an imperfect measure of
economic welfare.34

Overall, although contemporary debates on national accounts were never mentioned,
Kyrk’s emphasis on these issues was a pioneering step towards the modern debates on
alternative measures of national welfare, with a view to building more comprehensive
indicators that go “beyond the GDP.”

VI. CONCLUSIONS

An overview of Kyrk’s scientific and professional activities shows that she was a
multifaceted and original scholar who contributed to a wide range of topics—both
theoretical and empirical. Three distinct scientific paths emerge from her biography.

34 O’Brien (1994) discusses methodological problems and controversies about the measurement of govern-
mental interferences in GNP statistics.
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First, a theoretical stage, corresponding mainly to her 1923 book, was both a
challenge to neoclassical demand theory and an attempt to develop a theory of con-
sumption more oriented toward pragmatism and social and statistical analysis. The
second path was an empirical stage, with many original contributions on specific
industries, labor conditions, consumption, households, and the dissemination of good
consumption practices intended to enhance consumers’ education and self-awareness.
Her late contributions were a third path, published mainly after the Second World War,
devoted to a critical analysis of “invisible statistical objects”: women’s work, income
distribution, and welfare conditions.

Kyrk’s 1923 book left many intriguing questions unanswered. Attempts to build
some empirical foundations of the “standard of living” proved a difficult and unrealistic
task, and it was not by chance that Kyrk’s main efforts came to be directed to measuring
ways of living (housing, food, education, clothing, etc.). No straightforward answer was
provided to such complex epistemological questions (i.e., the scientific definitions of
what a “standard of living” or a “wise consumption”were). However, starting from 1923
Kyrk opened new strands of research, making significant contributions to empirical
research on consumption and strengthening the critical use of statistical information.

In this paper we have shown how Kyrk’s post-1923 works contributed to the
quantitative turn in the history of economics. They provided new methodological
perceptions; favored the adoption of new tools in statistical research; and strengthened
the empirical foundations of some relevant phenomena that belonged to the world of
production, labor, consumption, and the daily social life in America. In a sense we could
say that a more general understanding of what an “American standard of living” really
meant was made possible by the many reports and inquiries that saw the participation of
Kyrk and her group of Chicago women economists, of whom many were Kyrk’s
students. Moreover, while her 1923 book on consumption was still characterized by
current male-biased language (woman being described as “natural” heads of modern
households), her 1929 book (and, more evidently so, her subsequent papers) started to
deconstruct statistical sources and their cultural and sexist biases, providing a more
refined socio-economic analysis of the labor market from a specific, gendered point of
view, and questing for a wider, also non-monetary, definition of income and welfare.

COMPETING INTERESTS

The authors declare no competing interests exist.

REFERENCES

Abbott, Edith, and Sophonisba P. Breckinridge. 1906. “Employment of Women in Industries: Twelfth
Census Statistics.” Journal of Political Economy 14 (1): 14–40.

Anderson, Margo J. 2015. The American Census: A Social History. New Haven, London: Yale University
Press.

Backhouse, Roger E., and Béatrice Cherrier. 2017. “The Age of the Applied Economist.”History of Political
Economy 49 (Suppl.): 1–33.

KYRK AND EMPIRICAL RESEARCH 19

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1053837224000191 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1053837224000191


Bankovsky, Miriam. 2024. “What Should Families Want? FromHazel Kyrk to Margaret Reid and Beyond.”
Research in the History of Economic Thought and Methodology (41D): 95–116.

Bateman, Victoria. 2019. The Sex Factor. How Women Made the West Rich. Medford: Polity Press.
Becchio, Giandomenica. 2019. A History of Feminist and Gender Economics. New York: Routledge.
Beller, Andrea H., and Elizabeth D. Kiss. 1999. On the Contribution of Hazel Kyrk to Family Economics.

West Lafayetter: Department of Consumer Sciences and Retailing, Purdue University.
Blayac, Juliette. 2023. “Jessica Peixotto, a Home Economist Not Thrilled by the Thrift Culture.” European

Journal of the History of Economic Thought 30(6): 1150–1169.
Boserup, Ester. 1970. Woman’s Role in Economic Development. London: George Allen & Unwin.
Brady, Dorothy S., andRoseD. Friedman. 1947. “Savings and the IncomeDistribution.” In Studies in Income

and Wealth. New York: National Bureau of Economic Research, pp. 247–265.
Breckinridge, Sophonisba Preston. 1933. “The Activities of Women Outside the Home.” In Recent Social

Trends in the United States. New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, pp. 709–750.
Coyle, Diane. 2014. GDP: A Brief but Affectionate History. Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University

Press.
Desrosières, Alain. 1998. The Politics of Large Numbers: A History of Statistical Reasoning. Cambridge:

Harvard University Press.
Didier, Emmanuel. 2009. En quoi consiste l’Amérique? Les statistiques, le NewDeal et la démocratie. Paris:

La Découverte.
Douglas, Paul H. 1934. The Theory of Wages. New York: Macmillan Company.
Douglas, Paul H., and Erika H. Schoenberg. 1937. “Studies in the Supply Curve of Labor: The Relation

in 1929 between Average Earnings in American Cities and the Proportions Seeking Employment.”
Journal of Political Economy 45 (1): 45–79.

Field, Jerry J. 1991. “AHistory of Educational Radio inChicagowith Emphasis onWBEZ-FM, 1920–1960.”
PhD diss., 2273, Loyola University, Chicago.

Fleurbaey,Marc, andDidier Blanchet. 2013.BeyondGDP:MeasuringWelfare and Assessing Sustainability.
New York: Oxford University Press.

Folbre, Nancy. 1991. “The Unproductive Housewife: Her Evolution in Nineteenth-Century Economic
Thought.” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 16 (3): 463–484.

———. 1998. “The Sphere of Women in Early Twentieth Century Economics.” In Helene Silverberg, ed.,
Gender and American Social Science: The Formative Years. Princeton: Princeton University Press,
pp. 35–60.

Forget, Evelyn L. 2011. “American Women and the Economics Profession in the Twentieth Century.”
Œconomia. History, Methodology, Philosophy 1 (1): 19–30.

———. 2023. “Retrospectives: Margaret Reid, Chicago, and Permanent Income.” Journal of Economic
Perspectives 37 (4): 251–264.

Gilboy, Elizabeth W. 1934. Wages in Eighteenth Century England. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press.

———. 1938. “The Propensity to Consume.” Quarterly Journal of Economics 53 (1): 120–140.
Glickman, Lawrence B. 1997. A Living Wage: American Workers and the Making of Consumer Society.

Ithaca, London: Cornell University Press.
———. 2001. “The Strike in the Temple of Consumption: Consumer Activism and Twentieth-Century

American Political Culture.” Journal of American History 88 (1): 99–128.
———. 2009. Buying Power: A History of Consumer Activism in America. Chicago: University of Chicago

Press.
Goldin, Claudia. 2006. “The Quiet Revolution that Transformed Women’s Employment, Education, and

Family.” American Economic Review 96 (2): 1–21.
Goldstein, Carolyn M. 1997. “Part of the Package: Home Economists in the Consumer Products Industries,

1920–1940.” In Sarah Stage and Virginia B. Vincenti, eds., Rethinking Home Economics: Women and
the History of a Profession. Ithaca, London: Cornell University Press, pp. 271–296.

20 JOURNAL OF THE HISTORY OF ECONOMIC THOUGHT

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1053837224000191 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1053837224000191


———. 2012. Creating Consumers. Home Economists in Twentieth-Century America. Chapel Hill: Uni-
versity of North Carolina Press.

Henderson, Yandell, and Maurice R. Davie, eds. 1929. Incomes and Living Costs of a University Faculty.
New Haven: Yale University Press.

Hutchinson, Emilie J. 1929. “The Economic Problems of Women.” Annals of the American Academy of
Political and Social Science 143 (5): 132–136.

Johnson, Marianne. 2023. “Kyrk’s Students: Measuring the Distribution of Income and Taxes.” Working
paper prepared for the workshop “100 Years After the Publication of A Theory of Consumption (1923)
by Hazel Kyrk.” Paris, Cergy University, May 30, 2023.

Kneeland, Hildegarde. 1929a. “Is the Modern Housewife a Lady of Leisure?” Survey-Graphic Magazine 52
(1): 301–306.

———. 1929b. “Woman’s Economic Contribution in the Home.” Annals of the American Academy of
Political and Social Science 143 (5): 33–40.

Kuiper, Edith. 2022. A Herstory of Economics. Cambridge: Polity Press.
———. 2024. “Hazel Kyrk, Eugenics, and Consumption Standards.” Research in the History of Economic

Thought and Methodology (41D): 47–67.
Kyrk, Hazel. 1923. Theory of Consumption. New York and Boston: Houghton Miffin.
———. 1929. “The Economics of Consumption as a Field for Research in Agricultural Economics:

Discussion.” Journal of Farm Economics 11 (4): 573–577.
———. [1929] 1933. Economic Problems of the Family. New York: Harper and Brothers.
———. 1930. “Education and Rational Consumption.” Journal of Educational Sociology 4 (1): 14–19.
———. 1933. “The Selection of Problems for Home Economics Research.” Journal of Home Economics 25:

680–686.
———. 1934a. The Consumer and the Marketing System. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
———. 1934b. “Wastes in the Consumer’s Dollar.” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social

Science 173 (5): 18–25.
———. 1935a. “WhoShall Educate the Consumer.”Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social

Science 182 (11): 41–49.
———. 1935b. “The Government and the Consumer.” Journal of Home Economics 27 (4): 201–206.
———. 1937. “Methods of Measuring Variations in Family Expenditures: Discussion.” Journal of the

American Statistical Association 197 (3): 47–49.
———. 1944. “Consumer Education for Nonspecialized Students: Its Relation to Economic Education.”

School Review 52 (9): 543–551.
———. 1947. “Who Works and Why.” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science

251 (1): 44–52.
———. 1948. Managing Home and Job: Family Responsibilities of Earning Women. Washington, DC:

United States Department of Labor, Women’s Bureau.
———. 1950. “The Income Distribution as a Measure of Economic Welfare.” American Economic Review

40 (2): 342–355.
Kyrk, Hazel, and Joseph Stancliffe Davis. 1925. The American Baking Industry, 1849–1923. Stanford:

Stanford University Press.
Kyrk,Hazel, DayMonroe, KathrynCronister, andMargaret Perry. 1941.Consumer Purchases Study. Family

Expenditures for Housing and Household Operation. Five Regions. Washington, DC: The Bureau of
Home Economics in Cooperation with the Work Projects Administration.

Le Tollec, Agnès. 2020. “Finding a New Home (Economics): Toward a Science of the Rational Family,
1924–1981.” PhD diss., Université Paris-Saclay, Paris.

Lepenies, Philipp. [2013] 2016. The Power of a Single Number: A Political History of GDP. New York:
Columbia University Press.

Leven, Maurice, Harold G. Moult, and Clark Warburton. 1934. America’s Capacity to Consume.
Washington: The Brookings Institution.

KYRK AND EMPIRICAL RESEARCH 21

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1053837224000191 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1053837224000191


Lough, William H. 1935. High-Level Consumption: Its Behavior; Its Consequences. New York: McGraw-
Hill.

McMahon, Theresa S. 1925. Social and Economic Standards of Living. Boston, New York: D. C. Heat.
May, AnnM. 2022.Gender and the Dismal Science. Women in the Early Years of the Economics Profession.

New York: Columbia University Press.
Meagher, Gabrielle. 1997. “Recreating Domestic Service: Institutional Cultures and the Evolution of Paid

Household Work.” Feminist Economics 3 (2): 1–27.
Mitchell, Wesley C. 1912. “The Backward Art of Spending Money.” American Economic Review 2 (2):

269–281.
Monroe, Day. 1937. “Analyzing Families by Composition Type with Respect to Consumption.” Journal of

the American Statistical Association 32 (197): 35–39.
Monroe, Day, Hazel Kyrk, and Ursula B. Stone. [1925] 1938. Food Buying and Our Markets. New York:

M. Barrows and Company.
Morgan, Mary S., and Malcom Rutherford, eds. 1998. From Interwar Pluralism to Postwar Neoclassicism.

HOPE 30 (Suppl.). Durham: Duke University Press.
O’Brien, Ellen. 1994. “How the ‘G’Got into the GNP.” In Karen I. Vaughn, ed., Perspectives on the History

of Economic Thought. Vol. 10, Method, Competition, Conflict and Measurement in the Twentieth
Century. Aldershot: Edward Elgar, pp. 241–255.

Ogburn,William F. 1919. “Measurement of theCost of Living andWages.”Annals of the American Academy
of Political and Social Science 81 (1): 110–122.

———. 1923. “The Standard of Living Factor in Wages.” American Economic Review 13 (1): 118–128.
Peixotto, Jessica. B. 1927a.Getting and Spending at the Professional Standard of Living: A Study of the Costs

of Living an Academic Life. New York: Macmillan.
———. 1927b. “Family Budgets.” American Economic Review 17 (1): 132–140.
Philippy, David. 2021. “Ellen Richards’s Home Economics Movement and the Birth of the Economics of

Consumption.” Journal of the History of Economic Thought 43 (3): 378–400.
Philippy, David, RebecaGomezBetancourt, andRobertW.Dimand. 2024. “Hazel Kyrk’s Intellectual Roots:

When First-Generation Home EconomistsMet the Institutionalist Framework.”Research in theHistory
of Economic Thought and Methodology (41D): 7–26.

Reid,Margaret. 1972. “MissHazel Kyrk.” InMarie Dye, ed.,History of the Department of Home Economics.
Chicago: University of Chicago Alumni Association. Typescript in the Archives of the Michigan State
University Library.

Richards, Ellen H. S. 1899. The Cost of Living as Modified by Sanitary Science. NewYork: J. Wiley & Sons.
Rossiter, Margaret. 1982.Women Scientists in America: Struggles and Strategies to 1940. Baltimore: Johns

Hopkins University Press.
Rutherford, Malcom. 2011. The Institutionalist Movement in American Economics, 1918–1947. Science and

Social Control. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Skotnicki, Tad. 2021. The Sympathetic Consumer: Moral Critique in Capitalist Culture. Stanford: Stanford

University Press.
Spring, Joel. 2003. Educating the Consumer-citizen. A History of the Marriage of Schools, Advertising, and

Media. Mahwah-London: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
Stapleford, Thomas A. 2007. “Market Visions: Expenditure Surveys, Market Research, and Economic

Planning in the New Deal.” Journal of American History 94 (2): 418–444.
———. 2009. The Cost of Living in America: A Political History of Economic Statistics, 1880–2000.

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Stigler, George. J. 1954. “The Early History of Empirical Studies of Consumer Behaviour.” Journal of

Political Economy 62 (2): 95–113.
Stiglitz, Joseph, Amartya Sen, and Jean-Paul Fitoussi. 2010. Mismeasuring Our Lives: Why GDP Doesn’t

Add Up. London: New Press.
Sydenstricker, Edgar, and Wilford I. King. 1920. “AMethod of Classifying Families According to Incomes

in Studies of Disease Prevalence.” Public Health Reports 35 (48): 2829–2846.

22 JOURNAL OF THE HISTORY OF ECONOMIC THOUGHT

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1053837224000191 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1053837224000191


Todorova, Zdravka. 2024. “Hazel Kyrk’s A Theory of Consumption, Veblen’s Business and Industrial
Concerns, and W.C. Mitchell’s Essays on Spending and Money: Conceptual Links.” Research in the
History of Economic Thought and Methodology (41D): 27–45.

Trezzini, Attilio. 2016. “Early Contributions to the Economics of Consumption as a Social Phenomenon.”
European Journal of History of Economic Thought 23 (2): 272–296.

———. 2024. “Hazel Kyrk, the Economics of the Social Relevance of Consumption and John Maynard
Keynes’ Consumption Function.” Research in the History of Economic Thought and Methodology
(41D): 69–93.

US Bureau of the Census. 1943. Sixteenth Census of the United States, 1940. Occupation, Industry,
Employment and Income. Population. The Labor Force. Volume III. Washington: U.S. Government
Printing Office.

van Velzen, Susan. 2001. Supplements to the Economics of Household Behavior. Amsterdam: Research
Series, Universiteit van Amsterdam.

———. 2003. “Hazel Kyrk and the Ethics of Consumption.” In D. K. Barker and E. Kuiper, eds., Toward a
Feminist Philosophy of Economics. New York: Routledge, pp. 38–55.

Williams, Faith M., and Carle C. Zimmerman. 1935. Studies of Families Living in the United States and
Other Countries: An Analysis of Material and Method. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Agricul-
ture.

Zimmerman, Carle C. 1927. “Objectives andMethods in Rural Living Studies.” Journal of Farm Economics
9 (2): 223–237.

KYRK AND EMPIRICAL RESEARCH 23

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1053837224000191 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1053837224000191

	HAZEL KYRK AND THE RISE OF EMPIRICAL RESEARCH IN INTERWAR AMERICA
	I. INTRODUCTION
	II. THE INSTITUTIONALIST LEGACY, HOME ECONOMICS, AND THE RISE OF STATISTICS
	III. INCREASING CONSUMERS’ EDUCATION: THE ROLE OF KNOWLEDGE AND PUBLIC REGULATION
	IV. KYRK’S CONTRIBUTIONS TO EMPIRICAL ECONOMICS
	V. SOME ‘‘INVISIBLE’’ OBJECTS FOR STATISTICS: WOMEN’S CONDITIONS AND INCOME DISTRIBUTION
	VI. CONCLUSIONS
	COMPETING INTERESTS
	REFERENCES


