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DURING the past 40 years, the author points out, consumption patterns
of farm famiUes have changed more than those of urban famihes.
"Whether tliese changes have increased the well-being of the rural
population is a matter on which there is no general agreement because
of differences in men's viewpoints and philosopliies." Whatever the
viewpoint, presenting these patterns in outline "provides a basis for
a better understanding of certain human problems connected with
agriculture." Here, then, are the most recent figures on wliat farm
families at three income levels—moderate, relatively high, and low—
are able to command in the way of food, housing, household conveniences, transportation and commimication facilities, clothing, personal
and medical care, recreation, and education.
PATTERNS of living of the Nation's families have changed markedly
since the turn of the century. Technology has brought new goods
and services to the market and thus enlarged the list of human wants.
Standards of what constitutes an adequate living have changed too as
science has increased our imderstanding of human needs. Consump> Day Monroe is Principal Home Economist, in charge of tbe Family Economics Division, Bureau
of Home Economics.
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tion patterns of farm families have changed more than those of urban
famihes, lessening the differences that existed between the two groups
40 J^ears ago. Whether these changes have increased the well-being
of the rural population is a matter on which there is no general agreement because of differences in men^s viewpoints and philosophies.
But without passing judgment on the merits of the changes, the consumption patterns of farm families can be presented in broad outline,
their divergencies from and similarities to urban patterns can be
sketched, and the proportion of families at difl'ercnt levels of living
can be estimated. This provides a basis for a better understanding
of certain human problems connected with agriculture.
Income is a major determinant of a family's level of living. It is
true that families with the same income may differ greatly in their
ways of using funds. Some may spend all or more than they make for
family maintenance; others may save appreciable amounts, limiting
their expenditures for living. The large family will fare less well than
the small with the same total budget. Ability to use income effectively is another factor. Despite these differences, however, consumption patterns of families in the same income group tend to be more
similar than patterns of families with widely difl'erent iiicomes. Distribution of families by income—the proportion at the lower, middle,
and u])per parts of the income scale—therefore approximates their
distribution by levels of living.
About one-fourth of the Nation/s farm families during the period
1935-36 were in the nonrelief group with net incomes of less than $500,
or had received direct relief (table 1). Slightly fewer than onefourth had incomes of $1,500 or more. The remainder, a little more
than one-half, were in the nonrelief group with incomes ranging from
$500 to $1,500 (9):'
Table 1.—Percentage distribution of farm families by relief status and income level,
1935-36 1
PercentRelief status and income level (dollars) ' fo^j?wani.
I
ilies
All familiesRelief families . ...
NTonrelief families
Under 250.
250-500..500-750 . .
750-1,000.. - .
1,000-1,250
1,250-1,500. . .-..
1,500-1,750

, Percent
■
100.0
!
j

8. Í)
91.1

I
!

3.4
12.7
16.4
15.2
11.7
8.9
0.4

'
i
-._l
I

Relief status and income level (dollars)

Nonrelief families— Continued.
1,750-2,000 - 2,000-2,250
.-..
-.
2,250-2,500 2,500-3,000 -. .-- -- .
3,000-3,500
-__
3,500-4,000
.
4, 000-4, 500
4,500-5,000
5, 000-7, 500
7,500-10,000
10, 000 or over

Percentage of
farm families
Percent
4.4
2.8
2.2
2. ß
1.5
.9
.5
.2
.R
.4
.3

1 Jrom Consumer Incomes in the United vStates {9).

.Income*, distributions differed markedly from one region to another;
for example, the proportion of nonrelief farm families with incomes
under $500 was about four times as great in the Southeast as in New
England. Regional differences in patterns of living, therefore, are
2 Italic numbers in parentheses refer to Literature Cited, p. 868.
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associated with income distribiition as well as with differences in
customs, climate, and other environmental factors.
Receipts from the farm enterprise—not cash alone, but also the
nonmoney income from occupancy of the farm dwelling, homeproduced food, fuel, ice, and other products—provide the major part
of the farm family's income. Earnings from other sources and returns
from investments may be a helpful supplement, but such non farm
receipts constitute less than one-fourth of the total net income of
operators' families the country over (2), The level of living possible
for the majority, therefore, depends in large measure on their income
from farming.
FARM FAMILIES WITH MODERATE INCOMES

A picture of the manner in which American farm families live may
well begin with the consumption patterns of an intermediate income
group, which present neither the best situations nor the worst. Families with net incomes in the range $1,000 to $1,250 have bec-m chosen
for this purpose, a group with incomes a little above the median '^ for
all the Nation's nonrelief farm-operator families. The median for
1935-86 has been estimated at $965 (9).
The income of this intermediate group was about 55 percent cash
and 45 percent in kind; of the total net family income averaging
$1,127, $634 was in money and $493 in the form oí housing, food, fuel,
ice, and other products furnished the household by the farm. With
so large a share of its total income in a nonmoney form, the farm family
has less cash to spend for the many offerings of our modern markets
than has the city family at a comparable income level. The advantage,
however, is not entirely on the side of the urban group. These nonmoney receipts help the farm family to protect its customary level of
living against severe reductions in a depression period when money
income and buying power are drastically cut. The city family,
which purchases practically all its living, has no such safeguard against
reduced money income except perhaps occupancy of an owned home.
The group of farm families at this intermediate income level just
about achieved a balance between the value of their living and their
total net income. Two-thirds of the families ended the year with a
surplus or just balanced outgo with income, while one-third were
*'in the red.^' But the deficits of the smaller number exceeded the
savings of the larger, making the balance for all families negative—an
average net deficit of $10 for the year (fig. 1). The savings of a family include both decreases in liabilities and increases in assets. Payments on mortgages or other debts contracted before the current year
represent ai^ increase in net worth, as do increases in herds and other
livestock, purchases of farming equipment not for replacement which
adds to stocks on hand, and investments in securities.
Farm families show a greater tendency to save than urban families
at a comparable income level. For example, Chicago families in the
income range $1,000 to $1,250 had a net deficit of $63 in 1935-36, an
amount appreciably greater than that of this farm group; a smaller
proportion of the Chicago families—57 percent—broke even or had
3 Half the families had incomes below the moflian. and half above.
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Figure 1.—Distribution of income among major categories of family living and change
in net worth, all nonrelief farm families in selected income ranges, 1935-36.

a net surplus {!), City families may have less incentive to save;
relatively few are l)ui]ding up a business of their own. In contrast,
all familles of farm operators arc entrepreneurs; tlu^ farm ent(U'prise
is a family imdertaking, the concern of all members old enough to
work. Opportunities for participation in the business and intei'cst in
its succi^ss may explain why farm folk seem to placc^ less emphasis
than cilty folk upon competitive consumption, or spending to '^keep
up with the Joneses.''
Whaf the Income Provides

Th(^ money value of family living—expenditures phis value of farmfurnishíKl housing, food, and other goods—and the pattern of distribution of the total among the various budget items (such as food
and clothli\g) tell much as to the kind of living that farm families
achieve. For example, tlie amount spent for clothing indicates
something about a person's wardrobe even though it docs not tell
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wliotber garmonts w(vrc l)ecoming or diirablo; even tbo wisest and iiiosl
(vfficient buyer can strelcb a dollar only so far. Thi^ value of living
of farm famiUcs in the income range $1,000 to $1,250 averaged $1,187
(adding to income tbe $10 deficit); money purchases accounted for
$644, and tbe value of housing, íarm-furnished food, and other products for $493.^
Food
Food had an average value of $537 and comprised 47 percent of
the total value of family living. Any pattern of family consumption
Table 2.—Average total value of family living as distributed among major categories of
expenditures for family living and farm-furnished goods, all nonrelief farm families and
nonrelief farm families in North Carolina and South Carolina^ in selected income ranges
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1 Estimates for ail nonrelief farm families in the United States made by the National liesources Planninij'
Board on the basis of data larcfelv from the Farm Consumer Purchases Studv conducted bv the Bureau of
trome .Economics in 66 farm counties in 21 States.
2 Preliminary data from samples taken as part of the Consumer Purchases rftudv, Bureau of Home
JCconomics.
3 Total expenditures for family livinp plus the money value of products furnished bv Ihe farm for familv
use.
■
■' 0.5Ü or les.<i.
& Includes only income and poll taxes.
s Fuel, ice, and other nonfood i)roducts
' Includes expenditures for tobacco, transportation other than by automobile, household furnishings and
ecjuipment, and miscellaneous items of family expenditures such as funeral charges and legal fees.
4 [U. S.] NATIONAL RESOUKCES
(Unpublished manuscript.)
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that shows so large a proportion of the total allocated to food will
show restricted expenditures for reading, recreation, formal education,
chinxîh and charities, and other budget items not closely related to
physical needs. Although these farm families produced almost twothirds of their food supply (average value $343), expenditures for
what they bought amounted to an average of $194 (table 2). Even
with a well-planned program of food production and preservation for
household use, the farm family is far from self-sufficing ; it depends
upon the food industries for many products.
Good or fair diets ^^ were probably obtained by about two-thirds
of the families in this income group. Of the families whose diets
were rated as poor, many had meals too low in money value to meet
nutritional standards, no matter how wise their food choices. Others
had meals whose money value was suflicient to provide an adequate
diet, but because their choices of the foods they bought and produced
were ill-advised, their diets were inadequate with respect to one or
more nutrients.
Housing
Housing may be appraisinl in terms of space, of sanitary facilities,
including running water and sewage disposal, and of other facilities
that promote comfort, such as electric lights and central heating.
For use in surveying large groups of families, the standard of one room
per person has been generally accepted as a rough measure of the
adequacy of space for wholesome living. It is recognized, however,
that family composition (sex and age of members), size of rooms,
ventilation, and other factors must be considered in determining
whether a given dwelling unit provides the space needed.
Size of farm dwellings differs considerably from one part of the
country to another, accordiïig to a survey made in 1934 {6). In New
England, houses of families of all income levels combined had an average size of 8.9 rooms; those in the East and West Nortli Ceîitra] regions, 6.9 and 6 rooms respectively ; those on the Pacific coast and in the
south Atlantic region, 5.4 and 5.2 rooms; and those in the Mountain
region and in the East and West South Central regions, 4.5, 4.4, and 4.2
rooms. Because of these regional differences, no estimate of the
number of rooms per dwelling for families in the income range $1,000
to $1,250 has been made for the country as a wlïole.
Houses of families in this intermediate iiicome range tend to meet
the standard of one room per person. The average number of rooms
was the same as or greater than the average number of persons per
household in all regions except the Southeast. There, houses tencJed
to be smaller and households tended to be larger than in other regions;
as a consequence, there was less than one room per person, on an average, among the families of Negro operators and of white and Negro
sharecroppers. In contrast, there were more than two rooms per
person, on an average, in Vermont (5).
Averages do not tell the whole story, however. In every region
some families lived in crowded houses. The proportion of families
Í "Diets may be classified as good if, accordinjí lo their nutritive content, they meet standards insuring a
liberal margin of safety in all essential nutrients. Fair diets meet minimum standards, and poor diets are
in need of improvement in at least one nutrient. For a further discussion, see Prcsent-Day Diets in the
United States U).
223761°- 40
55
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HOUSEHOLD FACILITIES
AND EQUIPMENT
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Figure 2.—Percentage of families having specified household facilities and equipment
in living quarters, ail nonrelief farm families in selected income ranges, 1935-36.

at this intermediate income level living in dwellings that did not provide one room per person ranged from less than 5 percent in Vermont,
Washington, and Oregon to about 60 percent of the group of Negro
sharecroppers in the Southeast. For the country as a whole it was
about one-sixth.
With respect to sanitary facilities—running water and sewage disposal—and facilities for lighting and heating, dwellings of many of
the farm families at this income level still belong to the horse-andbuggy age. Only 16 percent had any running water; an even smaller
proportion, 8 percent, had both hot and cold running water in kitchen
and bath when surveyed in 1935-36 (fig. 2). Only 10 percent had an
indoor toilet of any sort, flush or chemical (table 3). Although such
facilities are less usual in urban communities than is sometimes supposed, about nine-tenths of the small-city families with comparable
incomes have running water and indoor toilets, and about threefifths have both hot and cold running water piped to both kitchen
and bathroom.
The relation between family health and lack of modern sanitary
facilities in dw^ellings is less certain in rural than in urban areas. A
farm family can be served by a properly protected well and a sanitary
outside toilet, whereas arrangements of this sort in a crowded metropolis would be a serious health hazard. However, there can be no
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fable 3.—Pcrcentase of families having specified facilities in family dwelling, owning
specified equipment, and having expenditures for specified items, among all nonrelief
farm families and nonrelief farm families in North Carolina and South Carolina, in selected
income ranges, 1935-36
All nonrelief farm fami- Nonrelief families in inlies in income range—' come range $250-$499 2

Item

Families having—
Less than 1 rooiri per person...
_.
Running water...
_.
Hot and cold water in kitchen and bath..
No toilet.
.. .
Indoor toilet
Centra I heating system
Electric lights
Telephone
Automobile.
Radio
-. Refrigerator, any
Refrigerator, mechanical
Washing machine
Sowing machine .
Home-canned food
Families having expenditures for—
Newspapers
Magazines
Motion-picture admissions
Laundry sent out
Average visits to doctors.

$1,000$1,249

$2,500$2,999

Percent
18
16
8
1
10
13
19
29
3 71
54
39
4
47
86
95

PercerU

North CarNorth
olina and
Carolina South Carowhite farm lina Negro
operators
sharecroppers

9
43
30
0
33
31
44
52
3 80
81
70
20
64
90
96

Percent
23
6
1
6
1
0
0
0
6
5
0
0
0
56
100

85
58
51
8

9()
82
75
16

30
8
6
3

14
11
15

Number
5.09

Nvmher
6.00

Number
0.41

Number 1
2.00

Percent
57
0
0
16
0
0
0
0
21
1
6
0
0
40
77

1 All figures except those on automobile ownership are estimates made by the Bureau of Homo Economics
on the basis of the Consumer Purchases Study in 66 farm counties in 21 States.
2 Preliminary data from samples taken as part of the Consumer Purchases Study, Bureau of Home
Economics.
3 Preliminary estimates by the National Resources Planning Board on basis of data largely from the Farm
Consumer Purchases Study conducted by the Bureau of Home Economics.

doubt that lack of modernization of this kind means discomfort and
a considerable expenditure of strength and time.
Undoubtedly farm families want comfortable homes; but a much
greater money outlay is required to provide hot and cold running
water and an indoor flush toilet for a farmhouse than for a house in
a city where a water supply and sew'age system are provided. Almost
half—44 percent—of the farm families at this intermediate income
level lived on rented farms. The landlord offering a farm for rent
feels little pressure to modernize the house, since facilities for farming
usually are a more important consideration in rental rates than are
housing facilities. The citj^ landlord, in contrast, must provide
certain facilities to meet local sanitary regulations; competition
forces him to provide others, since urban tenants choose their dw^ellings on the basis of livability rather than of business opportunities.
Electric lights, standard equipment of the so-called modern urban
home, are lacking in the majority of farm dw'cUings. Approximately
one-fifth of the farm families in the income range $1,000 to $1,250
had electric lights in 1935-36. Undoubtedly this pi'oportion wnll be
considerably larger by the end of 1940. The Rural Electrification
Administration has greatly stimulated extension of electric service in
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many areas; but the most optimistic estimates place the percentage
of all farms that will be served by electric power lines by January
1941 at less than 30.
Stoves heat most farm dwellings; only one in every eight families
of this intermediate-income group had a central heating system.
Some of the farmhouses are well heated by stoves and well lighted by
kerosene lamps; but the expenditure of human effort necessary to
achieve comfort is far greater than in cities where central heat is
prevalent and more than 95 percent of the families have electricity.
Th(;n, too, despite the effort spent, many farm homos doubtless are
inadequately heati^d in winter; many have but one comfortable,
w^dl-lighted room. For the small family this is not a serious limitatioïi of space, but for the large family with members of different ages
it may restrict opportunities for entertaining friends, for study and
reading, for other relaxation, and for privacy.
Household Operation
Money outlays for operating the house—for heat^ light, refrigeration, household help, and such incidental supplies as those for cleaning
and laundry work-—averaged $62 for farm families in the income range
$1,000 to $1,250. This sum is considerably below that reported by
small-city families with comparable incomes. Farm families curtailed their expenditures for heat by the use of farm-furnished wood
and other fuels, and besides, their houses probably were less well
heated than those of urban groups. Their lower expenditures for
refrigeration reflect the fact that a relatively smaller number have
equipment for this purpose. Approximately 40 of every 100 farm
families had refrigerators; fewer than 5 bad mechanical refrigerators.
Some had springhouses or specially built coolers; but carrying food
back and forth to the springhouse usually means more work for the
homemaker than using a conveniently located refrigerator.
Farm families spend little for having washing done away from home
by a commercial laundry or a laundress; average outlays of this
income group for laundry were $1.70 for the year. Only 8 percent
ever sent laundry out, and evidently many of these families seldom
used such services, for their expenditures averaged less than 50 cents
a week. In many instances, almost as much time would be spent in
taking clothes and household linens to the laundry as would be
required foj' doing the work at home.
Washing machines help materially in reducing the work of household laundry, but oiAy about one-half of the farm families at this
intermediate income level had such labor-saving devices. The
proportion dift'ered greatly from one region to another, however.
Approximately four-fifths of the families in the north central sections
had washers, and two-thirds had mo toi-driven machines. In contrast,
only 2 percent or fewT>r of the families of white operators at this
income level in four farming sections of the Southeast had washing
machines of any sort—a reflection of the availability of domestic
help in this region.^
In addition to laundry work, farm families perform many other
•i MONROE, DAY, and KYIIK, HAZKL. FAMILY EXPENDITURES FOR
U. S. Bureau oí Home Economics. (Unpublished manuscript.)
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household tasks that city famiUes arc more hkcly to turn over to commercial agencies. More* than four-fifths of the farm families in this
intermediate-income group had sewing machines, as compared with
fewer than three-fourths of the small-city families with comparable
incomes. This would seem to indicate more home sewing, mending,
and making of clothes and furnishings by farm homemakcrs.
More than ninc-t(vuths of the farm families did home canning, putting up an average of 200 quarts of food. Family members also were
responsible for care of gardens and poultry, for milking, and for other
tasks involved in producing their farm-furnished food. With these
many household production activities, it would seem that modem
houses with facilities and labor-saving equipment that lighten the work
of homemaking are more needed by farm than by urban families; yet
the latter more often have them.
This picture of the operation of farm households raises the question
of what is a good balance between use of money and use of other resourcíís such as time and (^lergy- a question also faced by the farm
operator. Initial costs of modernizing houses and buying new equipment are considerable. In addition, electric lights^ a mechanical refrigerator, and an oil-burning furnace would materially increase expenditures for household operation if farm-furnished fuel and ice had
been used previously. Farm families with limited money incomes
must make many decisions one way or the other. For some, the use
of money to buy leisure—as by purchasing labor-saving equipment—
does not provide as great satisfaction as its use for books, a radio, more
gasoline for the family car, or other means of broadening horizons; but
for others—those with imusually heavy burdens of work or imusual
need for husbanding strength—purchases that save energy may be
all-important.
Transportation, and Communication Facilities
Improvements in transportation and communication are gifts of
technology that have had far-reaching effects on patterns of farm-family living. Hard-surfaced roads, the automobile, the rural bus line,
rural mail service bringing daily papers, the radio, and the telephone
all serve to increase social contacts of farm families and bring them in
close touch with neighborhood and world events.
The automobile seems to be one of the products of technological
advance most appreciated in rural areas; approximately 70 percent of
the farm families in the income range $1,000 to $1,250 were car owners
as compared with 30 percent of the Chicago families with comparable
incomes. This larger proportion of car owners among the farm families may reflect theii' greater use of cars for business. But there is
the possibility, too, that the automobile ranks higher in the scale of
wants of farm people. Certainly the farm family is far more dependent
upon its automobile for social contacts and opportunities for commercial recreation than is the metropolitan family, since distances are
greater and often there is no bus or trolley service available. In addition, the city family frequently does not have a place to keep a car.
Willingness to bu}^ a used automobile maj^ have enabled many of
these intermediate-income farm families to become car owners; in
1935-36 three used cars were bought to each new one by the families
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included in the Consumer Purchases Study. These farm families expected their automobiles to give several years of service; of the cars
owned in 1935-36 that had been new when purchased, more than half
had been bought in 1929 or earlier and thus had been used 6 years or
longer.
Radios were less prevalent than automobiles, being owned by only
about half the farm families at this intermediate income level in 193536. The proportion of radio owners in small cities was considerably
higher, approximately 90 percent—a difference probably associated
with the greater availability of electricity. Radio ownership has increased the country over in the past 5 years, but farm families still lag
behind those in cities in this respect, according to trade reports.
Fewer than one-third—29 percent—of the farm families in this
income group luid telephoTu^s. Subscriptions to newspapers were reported by 85 percent; to magazines, by 58 percent. Daily newspapers
were taken by relatively more families than were weeklies, except in
the Plains and Mountain regions, where distances froin the cities are
great and news in the daily papers is old by the time it reaches many
farms.
Clothing
Dress, fashion trends, and grooming undoubtedly are of more interest to farm familii\s than they were at the turn oï the century. Increased social contacts made possible by better transportation facilities,
consolidated schools, daih^ papers, and moving pictures have made
rural people more style conscious. Range of choice of clothing has
expanded, too; families drive to larger trading centers to shop. Stores
carry more varied stocks of ready-made garments than when more
home sewing was clone. Notwithstanding this urbanization of standards of dress and increased availability of style goods, farm families
restrict money outlays for their wardrobes more than do city families.
Clothing expenditures of farm families in the income range $1,000
to $1,250 averaged $104 for all members—husbands, wives, and children—for the year (table 2). This amount seems small in view of the
standards of personal appearance general among farm families of the
middle income group. That so much is achieved with so little is the
result in part of careful planning of purchases. In addition, farm
homemakers and their daughters economize by making some garments
and by mending, remodeling, and otherwise extending the life of their
families^ wardrobes.
The kind of wardrobe provided by such limited expenditures is indicated by average prices paid for garments and the average period of
wear before replacement. A wife whose expenditm-es were similar to
the average would pay about $16 for her winter coat and wear it for
5 years. A rayon or silk dress costing about $4.50 would be bought
every other year; a cotton street dress costing about $1.35, each year.
Two pairs of shoes a year would be purchased at a price of about $3 a
pair. Many farm homemakers seem to have disregarded style trends
in headgear; the average number of hats bought was 1.2 a yeax, which
indicates that few purchased both a spring and a winter model.
A husband whose clothing expenditures resembled the average for
the group would spend about the same amount as his wife, but he
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would apportion the amount differently among the several groups
of clothing items. He would buy four shirts a year, for which he
would pay about 80 cents apiece. A wool suit bought for about $19
would last approximately 4 years; a $3 mackinaw or heavy wool
jacket, 3 years. About $14 would be paid for a winter overcoat, and
it would be worn many years. (Only 1 husband in 14 bought an overcoat.) A pair of work shoes usually would not last quite a year, and
its purchase price would be about $2.80. The total outlay for underwear, nightwear, and hose would be approximately $4 during the year.
Personal and Medical Care
Personal care—including cosmetics, toilet articles, services of beauty
and barber shops—has a more important place in the family budget,
than it did a generation ago. Farm families undoubtedly have increased their expenditures for such items; 3^et this intermediate group
spent an average of only $17 during the year—less than small-city
families with comparable incomes. Fewer than half, 43 percent, of
the wives had expenditures for personal services such as haircuts,
permanent waves, or shampoos.
The expenditures of families for medical care at this intermediate
income level averaged about $50—approximately half the estimated
cost of adequate care provided on a group basis (8). Family expenditures do not tell the whole story of outlays for medical care, since
Government, philanthropic agencies, and industry also spend for this
purpose and many families unable to pay are given free services by
physicians. It is probable, however, that farm groups benefit less than
urban groups from such provisions because of greater difficulty in
reaching health centers and clinics.
Lack of income is not the only reason for inadequate medical care
for farm families; medical facilities and personnel also may be lacking.
Many rural coimties have no hospitals ; many others have hospitals too
small to meet the needs of their population. In many there are too
few doctors and nurses, and public-health programs are below natioTial
standards. Distances may make it impossible for farm families to
obtain medical aid in emergencies and often cause physicians to charge
higher prices for visits than current charges in cities.
Recreation and Education
Recreation, formal education, reading, furnishings and equipment,
travel and transportation other than by the family automobile, gifts
to persons outside the family, community welfare, and income and
personal taxes accounted for money outlays that averaged about $100
for the farm families at this income level.
Recreation may be bought by payments for admissions to motion
pictures and other entertainments and by such purchases as radios,
toys, and equipment for hunting, fishing, and other sports. These
intermediate-income farm families spent $21 for recreation during the
year. Chicago families at the same income level spent the same average amount for recreation, but the patterns of the two groups differed;
motion pictures took more than half the outlay of the metropolitan
families and only about one-third that of the families on farms. For
the latter, attendance at the movies or a concert usually means a trip
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to town—an expenditiiro in addition to the price of admission.
Whether one group fared better or worse than the other is open to question, since their ways of recreation are so different. Farm families
follow patterns that call for active participation. They have picnics;
they hunt, fish, play games, and in general are less often merely spectators than are families in cities.
Family expenditures averaging $18 for formal education and reading
arc only slender evidence of what families receive along this line.
Costs of public schools are borne by the State, and textbooks usually
are furnished free. However, educational opportunities provided by
the schools iuv far from equal throughout the country; farm children
fare less Wí41 than those in citit^s. Rural schools spent an average of
$67 per child attending in 1935-36; city schools, $108 (5). The lower
expendituriis probably incnn shorter school terms and less well trained
teachers for children on farms.
Education goes on in the home as well as at school, and the farm
home may offer better opportunities than the urban home for the
child's development. The farm boy or girl can learn by doing, by
participating in work that leads directly toward better family living
and thus gives a sense of accomplishment. Not all farm parents utilize
these possibilities to the full, but more widespread adult education will
increase their appreciation of the opportunities that farm life offers.
Farmers and farm hörnern akers who look at learning as an on-going
process and who seek help in meeting their day-to-day problems have
opportunities not generally available to city folk. Various agencies of
the United States Department of Agriculture, of State colleges of agriculture, and of home economics (such as the field staff's of the Extension
Service and the Farm Security Administration) provide an educational
program designed to promote sound agricultural practices, rich family
living, and a broad understanding of the current economic situation.
Opportunities for reading good books are fewer in rural than in
urban communities. With expenditures for reading matter—newspapers, magazines, and books other than school texts—averaging less
than $10 a year for these intermediati^-income farm families, few books
were bought. Libraries are not to be depended upon to provide the
books that cannot be purchased, as in cities. It is estimated that
about 39,500,000 persons live in rural areas served only by school
libraries (5). These and the public libraries in small towns have limited stocks of books, many of them sadty out of date in scientific
information.
THE MORE WELL-TO-DO FARM FAMILIES

An income of $2,500 to $3,000 makes possible a comfortable living
even for a large farm family, barrmg unusual sitiuitions such as serious
illness or heavy debts to be paid. Families at this level, therefore,
have been chosen for depicting the consumption patterns of farm
groups in comfortable circumstances. Some farm families achieve still
higher incomes, but the proportion is small—less than 5 percent in
1935-36.
Total net incomes (money and nonmoney) of these more well-to-do
families were more than double those of the intermediate group just
described. Average net money income was more than three times as
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great, while nonmoney income—that from farm-furnished housing,
food, fuel, and other products used by the household—was only about
one-third higher. The upper-income familiers thus had a larger proportion of their net income in cash than did the intermediate group,
as is shown in table 4.
Table 4.—Average income, change in net worth, and value of family living, for all nonrelief farm families in selected income ranges/ 1935-36.
ramilles in income
rango—

Item

Money income
Nonmoney income from
farm-furnished products - _
'rotal net income.-.

Families in income
rango

Item
$2,500$2,999

$1,000$1,249

$2,r)00$2,099

$1,000$1,249

Dollars
2,028

Dollars
634 i Change in net worth.. . _
1 Total value of family
livinp:^
. .._
493
Money expenditures

Dollar H
Til

Dollars
-10

.1,9:^9
1, 251

1,1B7
644

G88

2,716 1

1,127

1 Estimates for all nonrelief farm families in the United States made by the National Resources Planning
Hoard on the basis of data largely from the Farm Consumer Purchases Study conducted by the Tîureau of
Homo Economics in 66 farm counties in 21 States.
^ Total expenditures for family living (including gifts, welfare, and selected taxes) plus the money value
of products furnished t)y the farm for family use.

Famihes with net incomes of $2,500 to $3,000 saved an average of
$777, 29 percent of their receipts—a marked contrast to those at th(^
intermediate level, who just about broke even. The relativ(^ly larg(^
savings of these famihes are characteristic of the general pattern of use
of income b^^ the more well-to-do farm groups the coimtry ov(*r. An
average increase in net worth of more than $600 for the year was r(^ported by white operators at this income level in each of 11 farming
sections. As was true of the intermediate group, these farm familiers
tended to save more than urban families with comparable incomes.
For example, Chicago families with incomes in this upper range bad
an. average net sm*p]us of $185 (Î), only about one-fourth that of farm
families. Twenty-two percent of the families in Chicago as compared
with 7 percent of those on farms reported a deficit.
Perhaps some farm families save too much; future security should
not be bought at too great a sacrifice of current living. No one can
lay down rules as to how much should be spent and how much saved
from a given income; each family must decide this question for itself.
But there can be no doubt that the feeling of independence and the othi>r
satisfactions that come from ownership of land and of herds, of modern
(equipment and other working capital have a high place in the scale of
values of most farm families. To them, these are goals to be achieved
even at the cost of giving up some of the comforts and pleasures
enjoyed by urban groups.
The value of living of these upper-income families averaged $1,939,
or about $800 more than that of the intermediate-income group. Thus
va hie of living accounted for a little more than half and savings, or
increase in net worth, for a little less than half the difi'erence in. average
income of the two grou])s, approximately $1,600.
The money value of the food consumed by these farm families indi-
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cates that practically all could have had diets rated good according to
nutritional standards had they planned their purchases and their production programs wisely. That some families had diets inadequate in
one or more respects was because of their failure to make the most of
their resources. Education in nutrition a.nd in household management
might have enabled them to raise their dietary standard.
Houses of the more well-to-do families tended to be larger than
those of the intermediate-income group; but although some probably
had more rooms than were needed, about one-tenth did not próvido
one room per person. The houses of the former group were better
equipped, also; yet many lacked the facilities that the majority of
urban, families consider essential for comfort. Few^er than half^—43
percent—of the farm families with incomes of $2,500 to $3,000 had
running water; 29 percent did not even have a hand pump inside tbi^
house but carried water from outdoors. Only 30 percent had both hot
and cold running water in the kitchen and bathroom. OiKvthird had
indoor toilets; fewer than one-third (31 percent), central heat.
More than three-fourths—77 percent—of these families owned
their farms. Failure to modernize their homes, therefore, must be
attributed to the large money outlays involved rather than to a landlord's reluctance to improve rented property. That tenure is a factor
in modernization, however, is showm hj a special study of families of
farm operators in Pennsylvania and Ohio. At this income level ($2,500
to $3,000)^ owners fared appreciably better than renters with respect
to the relatively costly improvements; running hot and cold water in
both kitchen and bath was reported by 45 percent of the owners and
33 percent of the tenants; flush toilets by 41 and 23 percent, respectively; central furnaces by 47 and 27 percent. The proportion of
families having electric lights was practicall}^ the same for the two
groups, 69 percent of the owners as compaz'ed with 73 percent of the
renters."^
Families in this upper-income group had more opportunities than
their lower-income neighbors for making social contacts and keeping
in touch with local and world events. More than nine-tenths—96
percent—subscribed to daily papers, and more than four-fifths subscribed to magazines and had radios. About half had telephones;
three-fourths went to the movies, but attendance was not frequent
since total expenditures for recreation for all family naembers (4.8 persons per family) averaged only $51 for the year and included all paid
admissions, toys, games, sports equipment, and the like.
Automobiles were owned by relatively more of these families than of
those with smaller incomes. They traveled more, too; their mileage
was at least one-third greater than that of families with incomes of
$1,000 to $1,250 in each farm section. With less need for strict economy, more of the former families bought new than used cars, the ratio
between the two types of purchases being about 2 to 1.
With increased opportunities for social contacts, husbands and wives
in these more well-to-do families spent more for clothes than did those
in the intermediate income group, but their average outlays were less
than $75 apiece. More than half—57 percent—of the wives spent
7 Sec the reference in footnote 6, p. &56.
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money for haircuts, shampoos, waves, and other services at beauty
shops, as compared with 43 percent of the wives in the intermediate
income group.
Probably the wives in the upper-income families had more leisure,
but their records of household production indicate that time did not
hang heavily on their hands. Those who canned food (96 percent of
the group) put up an average of 262 quarts each. Only 16 percent
sent laundry out, but many must have used such services rarely since
their average expenditures were less than $20 during the year—under
40 cents a week. A comparatively large number of these women had
facilities and equipment for lessening housework such as kitchen sinks,
running water, washing machines, and electric lights. Nevertheless
the burden of household production they carried must have been
heavy.
LOW-INCOME FARM FAMILIES

Some families of farm operators in all commercial agricultural areas
are in the low-income classes. Within this group, however, individual
families may differ greatly with respect to their plane of living. Some
are accustomed to better incomes, having had only temporary reverses.
Their resources, built up in more prosperous times, enable them to
secure credit and thus maintain their expenditures for living at a level
materially higher than current income would permit. Others, whose
incomes have been low over a long period and whose resources are
meager, must fit their consumption patterns to their net receipts in
cash and in kind. In addition to these families of operators in commercial crop areas there are many families with low incomes and low
levels of living in the sharecropper group in the Southeast, in the group
of agricultural laborers the comitry over, and among the operators
concentrated in sections where land is poor, where most of the farms
are of the self-sufficing type, and where receipts from sales of farm
products are low year after year.
Only families having both a low value of living and a low income are
discussed here. Those able to spend appreciably more than they made
are excluded since they do not belong in a picture designed to show how
the less fortunate farm families live. No attempt has been made to
combine data for all low-income farm families in the country; instead,
two tenure groups, operators and sharecroppers, in two different sections are described. Families receiving relief are excluded since receipts in kind from welfare agencies may cause consumption patterns
to differ considerably from those of self-supporting groups.
Whether a low-income farm family maintains itself above or below
the poverty line depends in part on its size. Obviously, a large family
will be less able than a small one to stretch a limited income so that
the needs of all members are adequately met. To divide a group of
families having a low value of living into those above and those below
a health-and-decency level would call for a detailed appraisal of each
case—a task impossible in a large-scale survey. But the over-all
picture of a low-income group, without a rigid classification as to degree
of adequacy of living, indicates the kind of deprivation that such families face and the problems to be solved if they are to be helped toward
more wholesome living.
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The lower-income families of farm operators in Jackson and Macon
Counties, N. C, in the Appalachian Mountains, provide a picture of
the general pattern of consumption of a group whose incomes are
largely in farm products rather than cash. The average value of living
of those in the income class $250 to $500 was $440; of this, $310 was
farm-furnished housing, food, and other products and $130 purchased
goods and services (table 2).
Food took two-thirds of the net income, in cash and in kind, used
for living. The avei'age value of the year's total food supply was $293,
of which home-produced products represented $244 and cash purchases
$49. More than one-third of the money expenditures of these families
went for food that they could not or did not produce.
Although these families sacrificed other needs and wants in order to
provide food, the value of their meals per food-expenditure (money
value) unit^ indicates that probably at least a third had diets that
would be classed as poor—that is, failing to provide average requirements for all important nutrients—and another third, diets that would
be classed as only fair. The food of these latter families would provide some but not much margin for safety over average minimum requirements. While the proportion of these farm families having good
diets is low, it is higher than that of urban families at similar economic
levels. The home-pj-oduced food of the farm group included many of
the protective foods, which are relatively expensive to purchase.
The dwellings of many of these low-income families failed to meet
the housing standards accepted for cities. There was overcrowding;
approximately one-fourth of the famihes had less than one room per
person. More then one-third of the houses had only two or three
rooms. Apparently the provision of adequate housing for low-income
families is a rural as well as an urban problem.
Sanitary facilities were not a part of the equipment of the houses of
this low-income farm group. Only one family in the whole group had
an indoor toilet; 6 percent had no toilet whatever. Almost all of the
families carried water from some outside source; only 6 percent had
running water (table 3). Whether the outdoor water supply and the
toilet were so located that there was no health hazard was not determined iu this survey, but it is likely that adequate care was not
exercised in all instances.
About nine-tenths of the houses were heated by fireplaces. The
mean temperature in this section commonly falls below 50° F. for 3
winter months and at times may be as low as 6^. Whether houses
heated by fireplaces were comfortable in such weather is uncertain;
perhaps some of the smaller ones were, and some of the larger were
not. All of the houses were lighted by kerosene lamps; none had
electric lights.
Money expenditures for household operation averaged only $8 a
year for this low-income group; the farm-furnished fuel was vahied
at $44, bringing the total value of this budget item to $52. None of
the families had refrigerators; hence they spent nothing for ice.
With an average of only $81 to spend for all items of family living
except food ($130 minus $49; see above), yearly expenditures were
■ The relative value of food for différent individuals based on the value of food for the moderately active
adult.
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divided as follows: ClothiTig, $31 ; medical care, $12; household operation, $8; travel and transportation (including the expenditures for
automobiles owned by four families), tobacco, reading, formal education, recreation, gifts to persons outside the family, church contributions, and all other expenditures, $30 (table 2).
Poverty of contacts with world events was marked. Only 30
percent of these families subscribed to newspapers; 8 percent, to
magazines. All were without telephones, and only 5 percent had
radios. Eight percent paid admissions to moving picture shows or
local sports events such as ball games ; they could not attend commercial amusements very often and keep their total outlay for recreation
at an average of $1 a family a year.
To dross the entire family on $31 meant limitation of wardrobes to
sheer necessities. Husbands' clothiiig expenditures for the year
averaged $11, almost one-third of which, $3.60, went for shoes and
about $4 for shirts, overalls, trousers, and suits, leaving only $3.40
for hats, coats and sweaters, underwear, ties, belts, and other articles.
Wives spent an average of $9.21 a year, more than one-third of which
went for shoes; hats took only 59 cents.
Medical care must have been grossly inadequate for almost all
families. An average of $12 means much lower outlays by some of
the group. The number of visits to physicians averaged 0.41, or less
than one for every two families in this low-income group. Routine
dental care must have been almost unknown; average expenditures
for such, services were 68 cents per family. A little more than onefourth of the total expenditure for medical care, an average of $3.48,
went for medicines; self-medication must have been common.
A group of Negro sharecroppers at the same income level ($250 to
$500) in the eastern part of North Carolina and in South Carohna
received an average of $153 of their income in kind, less than half the
average of $310 received by the low-income white operators just
described. The money income of the former group was appreciably
greater, an average of $230 as compared with $88 (table 5).
The consumption patterns of the two groups reflect these differences in ratio of money to nonmoney income. Family size helps
Table 5.—Average income, change in net worth, and value of family living, nonrellef
farm families in North Carolina and South Carolina in the $250-$499 income range,
1935-36 1

Item

Money income
Nonmonoy income from
farm-furnished products
Total net income.--

North CarNorth Car- olina and
olina \Thito South Carofarn) opera- lina Negro
tors
sharecroppers
Dollars
88

Dollars
230

310

153

398

383

Item

Change in net worth (net
deficit)
Total value of family
living 2
Money expenditures.

North (Carolina white
farm operators

North Carolina and
South Carolina Negro
sharecroppers

Dollars
—42

Dollars
—5

440
130

388
235

1 Preliminary data from samples taken as part of the Consumer Purchases Study, Bureau of Home
Economics.
■ Total expenditures for family living (including gifts, welfare, and selected taxes) plus the money value
of products furnished by the farm for family use.
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account for some differences in expenditures. The Negro sharecropper families were larger, averaging 4.18 persons as compared with
3.41 in the low-income operators' families.
The food of the low-income Negro sharecropper families had an
average money value of $221, $72 below that of the families of the
operators who raised so large a proportion of their supplies. Since
the Negro families were larger, too, the average value per meal per
food-expenditure (money value) unit was 5.2 cents for the group, as
compared with 7.9 cents for the operators' families. A larger proportion of the Negro families, therefore, had diets that failed to meet
accepted standards of nutritive adequacy; probably more than fourfifths had diets deficient in one or more respects.
That the degree of adequacy of diets achieved by low-income
families depends in large part upon their programs of food production
for household use is evidenced by this comparison. The Negro families had less than half as much farm-furnished food as the white
operators; even though they purchased more food, they did not spend
enough to provide meals as good, nutritionally, as those of the white
families. Man's food wants are strong, but not strong enough to lead
him to buy adequate food when his money is too limited to supply his
many other needs. Tenure status may be partially responsible for
the smaller amounts of food produced by the sharecropper families;
they may have been less free to make decisions as to use of land than
the families of the low-income operators. In addition, the sharecroppers were in a better farming section, where there was doubtless
greater emphasis on use of land for cash crops.
The houses of these Negro sharecroppers tended to be less adequate
than those of the white operators. They were smaller, with an
average of 3.5 rooms per dwelling as compared with 4.1; 57 percent
did not meet the standard of a room a person. The large families,
those of five or more persons, sufi'cred especially from overcrowding;
92 percent had fewer rooms than family members, and 13 percent reported two or more persons per room. Whether yards provided living
space for these families and thus lessened the ill effects of overcrowding
in their houses is not known. But examples of overcrowding of land
are not limited to cities; crops may be planted to the door of the tenant's little house, leaving him no space for outdoor living or for a
garden.
One out of six of the sharecroppers' houses lacked even an outdoor
toilet. None had indoor toilets, running water, or electric lights.
Fireplaces heated 86 percent of the houses—about the same proportion
as for the operators.
Wretched as is the lot of these low-income farm groups—sharecroppers and operators on poor land—migrant agricultural workers
fare even worse. These uprooted families, estimated to number from
200,000 to 350,000, lack the security that comes with arrangements for
a year's use of land and a dwelling, inadequate though the shelter and
the income from the land may be. They cannot produce any of their
food supply. They have no land for gardens unless they are among
the fortunate few living in one of the permanent camps established by
the Government; they have no livestock or poultry. Their children
attend school intermittently, if at all. Their earnings are irregular
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and usually far too low for their needs.
below those of the city's poor (7).
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Their levels of living are

THE SITUATION AS A WHOLE

Patterns of farm family living have common characteristics the
country over. City ways arc reflected in these patterns more than
they were three decades ago, before automobiles, radios, and other improvements in transportation and communication were so widely used.
B\it though the consumption habits of rural families are becoming increasingly like those of urban families, certain dissimilarities persist
and probably will exist for 3^ears to come, since the agriciütural and
industrial economies difl'er so fundamentally.
Desire for financial security is characteristic of all population
groups—urban as well as rural. Farm families seek such security
through ownership of land and through acquiring herds, equipment,
and other working capital. Building up the farm l)usiness, either by
decreasing debts or increasing assets, competes with family living for
use of income and with recreation for use of time. The ÍTici'eases in
net worth of farm families tend to be greater than thos(î of city families
at comparable income levels, perhaps because the farm business is a
family undertaking, enhsting the efforts and interest of all members.
A considerable degree of self-sufficiency is anothei' characteristic of
the patterns of living of farm families; they still perform many of the
tasks that urban, groups have turned over to workers outside the home.
Food and fuel are produced. Laundry work and canning and preserving of foods are more usual undertakings of farm than of urban
households. With this greater dependence upon their own labor and
other resources comes a lesser dependence upon money income and
thus greater security against a major economic depression than is
found among city groups.
Many elements in farm living reflect this tendency to caiTy on production for household use. Diets, while not universally good even for
the more well-to-do, tend to be better than those of families in cities
at comparable income levels. Most farm famihes can produce protective foods, so important for good nutrition, at less cost than they
can be purchased in urban markets. Insofar as health is served by
good nutrition, farm families thus have an advantage. But from the
standpoint of medical care their position is far less favorable because
of lack of hospitals and inadequate numbers of doctors and nurses in
many rural areas.
Houses of farm families are more likely to provide adequate space
than are those of families in cities, especially those in metropolitan
areas. But the farm group has fewer of the comforts provided by
modern facilities. A surprisingly large proportion of farm homes lack
electric lights, hot and cold running water, an indoor toilet, and central
heat.
With an appreciable share of its net income in kind, the farm family
has less money to spend than the family in the city. In stretching
funds, personal appearance is sacrificed to other needs and wants.
Dress tends to be simpler and services of barber and beauty shops
fewer than is the case with city groups.
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The automobile holds a more îm])OTlant place in the standard of
living' of the farm than of the large-city family. Good roads, t)etter
mail service bringing daily papers and magazines, the radio, and the
extension of motion picture theaters to small towns all lessen the isolation, once considered a necessary part of farm living. Yet many
families still lack these advantages.
Schools for formal education of farm children tend to lag behind
those provided for children in cities; library facihties are far more
limited, too. But adults in farm families have better opportunities
for continuing their education than do those in cities, and children
have more chances to learn through doing.
Many of the advantages of th(^ farm over the urban family are no!
shown by statistics. Farm life offers more opportunities for strengthening family ties through sliaring responsibilities. The farm business
is a common undertaking; family members work together in making
a living instead of depending upon one earner, as the majority of city
families do. They have opportunities to produce goods for themselves and to have a degree of independence from the ups and downs
of money income not possible for families employed in industry.
They thus have greater security tham do members of the city family
in the insecure world of today.
These pictures of farm and urban living are in the main those of
the middle- and upper-income groups. The ways of living of lowincome families, w^hether in. cities or on farms, resemble in general
outline those of the middle group insofar as resources permit, since
patterns of consumption of any group tend to follow those of families
one step above in the income scale. But lack of adequate income is
reflected in lack of the goods and services needed for wholesome living.
On farms there are families that are inadequately fed, clothed, and
housed and cannot obtain needed mechcal care, just as there are in
cititîs. Which fares better and which worse, it is difficult to say.
It is the purpose of this article to give facts regarding rural living
conditions rather than to suggest remedies. The latter are dealt with
in many other articles in this volume. In general it may be said
that the purpose underlying most of the agricultural programs in
recent times is to enable farm families to work effectively toward
wiping out rural poverty and achieving for all the Nation's agricultural
population a level of living that measures up to our American standards.
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