
Give to AgEcon Search

The World’s Largest Open Access Agricultural & Applied Economics Digital Library

This document is discoverable and free to researchers across the 
globe due to the work of AgEcon Search.

Help ensure our sustainability.

AgEcon Search
http://ageconsearch.umn.edu

aesearch@umn.edu

Papers downloaded from AgEcon Search may be used for non-commercial purposes and personal study only. 
No other use, including posting to another Internet site, is permitted without permission from the copyright 
owner (not AgEcon Search), or as allowed under the provisions of Fair Use, U.S. Copyright Act, Title 17 U.S.C.

No endorsement of AgEcon Search or its fundraising activities by the author(s) of the following work or their 
employer(s) is intended or implied.

https://shorturl.at/nIvhR
mailto:aesearch@umn.edu
http://ageconsearch.umn.edu/


\>c^0

^ ^ O-tt 2

UNITED STATES DEPARTIENT OF AGRICULTURE

Agricultural Marketing Service
Agricultural Research Service
Commodity Stabilization Service
Foreign Agricultural Service

Forest Service
and

Federal Extension Service Cooperating

. PROGRAM .

33rd AMIUAL AGRICULTUR/.L OUTJCOK GONiERENCE

Washington;; Da Co

Nov <

DiLce-inber 28-Tt3«aftua9»y 1^ 1955

AEP 20U (11-55)



srve

Cj 6

IcU'i
UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE

Agricultural Research Service

FARM FAMILY LIVING

Talk by Margaret L. Brew^ Head; Household Management Section;
Household Economics Research Branch; Agricultural Research Service;
U. S. Department of Agriculture at the 33rd Annual Outlook Confer-
ence; Washington 25; D. C. ; Monday; November 28; 1955

Farm family income has decreased each year since 1951 >
although

the drop has not been as sharp as the drop in aggregate income of
farm operators from farming. This is because the number of people
dependent on farming has decreased and because income from other
sources has increased.

Since the mid-thirties there has been a general downward trend
in the farm population; with some year-to-year variation. The general
decline since 1950 has been at the rate of about half a million per-
sons per year. Currently the farm population is estimated at about
22 million persons.

Farm families nov7 have more income from sources other than farm
operation than 5 or 10 years ago. The Agricultural Marketing Service
estimates show an upward trend since 19^7 iu per* capita ncnfarm income
of persons living on farms

;
and we have additional evidence from other

sources. The 195^ Census of Agriculture shovrs that more operators
V7ere working off their farms than in 19^9* The tabulation of this
last Census is not complete, but for the 2h States reported when this
chart l/ was prepared, the proportion of farm operators working 100
or more days off the farm had risen from 20 percent in 19^9 to 2h
percent in 195^. The Bureau of the Census also has reported an in-
crease in the percent of farm people employed in industrial occupa-
tions. In 1955^ 38 percent of all employed persons living on farms
we:ce working in nonagricultural industries, as against 30 percent in
1950 . The Census has also reported an Increase in the percent of
farm wives in the labor force. In April 195^/ 22 percent of the
rural farm wives were in the labor force, while in March 1950, there
were only 17 percent. Note that the increase was greater for farm
than for urban wives.

The Agricultural Marketing Service has estimated the average in-
come per capita of farm persons from all sources- -nonfarm as well as
farm- -to be $913 in 195 ^ as against $977 in 1951 and an average of $857
for the three years 19*+9-51:> This represents a drop of about 7 percent
between 1951 and 195^ and a 7 percent increase betv/een the average for
1949-51 and 195 ^. But; even though prices of consumer goods have re-
mained relatively stable during the past few years, if we go back as

1/ The charts referred to are included in Section 3; Family Living,
of the "Agricultural Outlook Charts, 1956."
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far as 19^ 9; there has been an increase in the prices farmers pay for

cornmoditif s used in family living. As a result
^
total per capita in-

come, expressed in dollars of constant purchasing power, was about 2

percent 1 .‘ss in 195^ than the average for 19^9-51* This would amount
to about |50-$100 per family at present-day price levels, assuming a

family size of four. Some further decline in 1955 is indicated.
Nevertheless, we conclude that, although farm families on the whole
have less total purchasing power than in the period 19^9-51, they
probably have not had to cut back their living by as much as might
be inferred from the totals on farm income alone. Undoubtedly, there
has been considerable variation both among families within any given
region and between various types of farming areas depending upon the
amount of off-farm income and the type of farming operations.

There is considerable evidence to support this premise of less
cutting back in farm family living expenditures than in farm income.
For example, farm families have continued to add to their stock of
household goods and conveniences. In 195^ approximately 70 percent
of all farmers owned an automobile as against 63 percent in 1950.
Over 90 percent of the farms were attached to electric power lines
in 195^ as against 78 percent in 1950. The percent of farm dwelling
units with piped running water in 195^ can be estimated to be in the
neighborhood of 55-60 percent whereas it was only U5 percent in 1950.
About half of the farm families had a telephone in 195^ as against

38 percent in 1950. About one -third had home freezers as against 12
percent in 1950. These figures I am quoting are estimates based on

39 States so far reported from the 195^ Census of Agriculture. This
chart shows the percent of farms having home freezers in 5 of the
States reported earlier this fall. The Bureau of the Census has
recently reported that in June of this year k2 percent of the rural
farm households reported ovmership of a TV set as against only 3

percent in 1950.

The farm-operator family level -of-living index of the Agricul-
tural Marketing Service, which combines in one figure four indicators
of level of living- -the percentage of farms with electricity, the
percentage of farms with a telephone, the percentage of farms with
automobiles, and average value of products sold or traded in dollars
of constant purchasing power- -shows a marked increase between 1950
and 195^. Greatest gains were made in the South.

The continued rise in the level of living of farm families,
measured by their accumulation of household goods and conveniences,
seems to be matched by continued spending for family living- -both
to buy these durable goods and for other items for family living.
On this point we have less information and must rely on data from
farm families in three midwest States that submit home accounts to
their experiment stations. These farm families, on the whole, are
at a higher economic level than are ell farm families from the same
farming areas. Their housing facilities are better and over the
years they have accumulated more household equipment. Undoubtedly
their financial resources are greater also. Thus it can be expected
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that their expenditures will show less year-to-year variation than do
those of the total farm population. However, there is no reason to
believe that the direction of change in spending would not be the same
for the two groups, These data indicate that farm families have main-
tained their spending in terms of dollars of constant purchasing power
during the past few years. The reports of the account-keeping families
suggest that the squeeze between declining income and slightly in-
creased prices for consumer goods has been met by decreased savings
for the year. Accordingly, farm families are becoming more like city
families in the value they put on consumption vs. savings.

Changes in farm family spending for different kinds of goods and
services, insofar as we can measure them, have followed much the same
trends as for all consumers in the United States. For example, the
account-keeping farm family per capita expenditures for food have
continued to rise at about the same rate as have per capita expendi-
tures by all consumers in the United States, It may be that farm
families, like urban families, are continuing to increase their ex-
penditures for foods that will require less preparation in the home
and are also buying higher priced foods. Furthermore, farm families,
like urban families are eating more meals in restaurants. Also, the
families reporting on the account projects for the States show a de-
cline in the use of home-produced food. But, overall, farm food
production still makes a large contribution to the living of farm
families. On the average, home-produced foods, when valued at re-
tail prices, provided U3 percent of the total money value of house-
hold food in a 1952 food consumption survey of rural farms in the
North Central region. Even if there has been some decrease since

1952, the proportion must still be large.

The account -keeping farm families spent more for clothing in
195^ than in 1953; although for the country as a whole per capita
clothing expenditures were slightly lower in 195^* However, the
trend since World War II in per capita clothing expenditures, ad-
justed to take account of price changes, has been downward for the
account -keeping farm families, as for the total population. In
part, this downward trend has resulted from changes in the age dis-

tribution of the population. The high birth rate in early post-war
years, plus the increasing survival of persons to the older age
brackets, has resulted in an increasing proportion of low clothing
spenders among the population, both rural and urban. However, this

population shift probably explains only part of the decline in per
capita expenditures for clothing. The new automobile and the TV
set may be competing with new coats and shoes.

The great surge in the purchase of furniture and equipment in

the early post World War II years to make up for purchases foregone

during the war years and the anticipatory buying in late 1950 accounts
for the somewhat lower expenditures by the account -keeping farm fami-

lies and by all consumers in the United States during the years of

1952 and 1953* Less than usual replacements were needed. The account-
keeping farm families sharply increased their expenditures for furni-

ture and equipment in 195^*



In dollars of constant purchasing power, the per capita medical
care expenditures of the account -keeping families were stable during

the years 1952-5^, and about 8 percent above those of 19^9-51. This

is a larger increase than for all consumers in the United States.

However ^ though farm families have been increasing their spending

and there have been notable increases in some of the home conveniences

and facilities, there is still need for improvement in levels of con-

sumption. At least one-third of the farms in the United States lack

piped running v;ater in the dwelling unit, and at least half in the

South. Because, in many areas, the installation of piped running
water is so dependent upon the installation of electricity, a contin-

ued rapid increase in this facility in the coming years would be

possible. The increase from ^5 percent in 1950 to within the range

of 55-60 percent is already a remarkable achievement.

In spite of the large quantities of food purchased and home pro-

duced, the diets of many farm families ere still below the recommended
allegiances for some of the essential nutrients. The North Central
Regional Study of food consmption showed that almost one -fourth of

the farm families in 1952 had diets with less than recommended amounts
of calcium and ascorbic acid, nutrients provided chiefly by milk and
certain fruits and vegetables. A study of farm families in selected
farming areas in the South in 19*+8 showed them to be even worse off.

The cotton and tobacco areas were particularly low. These are areas
known to have relatively little home production of milk. Our studies
have shown that farm families that do not produce milk tend to use
far less than families that do. However, poor diets may result from
lack of knowledge of the proper foods to eat as well as from insuffi-
cient resources to acquire the necessary foods. Thus improvement in
the economic level of farm families needs to be accompanied by a con-

tinuing program of nutrition education.

Historically, rural people have been at a disadvantage in ob-
taining medical care. At the beginning of this decade proportionately
far fewer physicians, dentists, and nurses were serving the rural pop-
ulation than the urban. In counties not part of a metropolitan area
or adjacent to a metropolitan area the number of physicians and den-
tists per 1,000 population was less than two-thirds that of the United
States as a whole. The post-war program of federal aid for hospital
construction was expected to bring additional personnel to rural areas
as well as provide needed hospital facilities. There is no measure
of how well it has succeeded but it can be assumed that the physician-
population ratio in rural areas is still substantially below the urban.

Farm family enrollment in voluntary health insurance programs
has been slow. And yet health insurance permits a better level

of medical care than would be possible without Insurance by reducing
the financial impact of illness. In 1953 > the only year for which we

have statistics showing health insurance owners by degree of rurallty,
only k3 percent of rural-farm families had some type of health insur-
ance for one or more family members as contrasted with 70 percent of
urban families, A study in the same year in one county in North
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Cbroliiiu shoved only 40 percent of the farm operators enrolled in
sucn programs, whereas two-thirds of the rural nonfarm self-employed
and clerical workers had such insurance. The indications all are,
however, chan this level represents a considerable improvement for
ii.ral families over earlier years, and that the proportion of rural
fc^milies carrying some type of health insurance has continued to in-
crease.

In 195^ farm children were attending echcol in larger proportions
than ever before. However, enrollment rates for farm boys and girls
in the high school age group (l4-17 years) were still about 6 percent
below those for all children in this age group in the United States.
Differences in enrollment rates for those over 18 and for children of
kindergarten age were even more marked. Furthermore, for many of the
-larm pupi.i.s attending school the educational resources are not as
great as for the urban pupils. In 195^-55; the States with a higher
percent of rural residents tended to have lower expendit’ures per
pupil than the States with a lower percent of rural residents. Even
when dtfferenoec' in income among the States are taken into account,
expenditures per pupix tend to be somewhat lovrer for those States
with a highex' proportion of rural x^esidents.

With the revision of the Social Security Act in 195^; impor-
tant step was taken in providing for the welfare of the farm family.
During the past xwo decades, if vhe farm-operator died in the early
stages of the family life cycle, his widow and dependent children
were in a disadvantaged financial posinion relative to the city
worker covered by OASI. Equities in the farm enterprise are rela-
tivej.y small at this stage of the family life cycle and these were
likely to be the only financial resource available for the rearing
Oi the^ children and the maintenance of the wife until the children
were old enough to permit her to take a full-time paid position. Be-
ginning with the second quarter of 1956, when most farm operators will
have been covered by QASI for the minimum period, farm families will
have some protection provided against the risk of death of the bread-
winner. Tlxe farm operator will also benefit from the retirement pro-
visions of the OASI at age 65 as does the city worker. If, in the
course of his working life

, he has acquired considerable equity in
xhe farm enterprise

, he will have additional resources for his ov/n
main L.enance or to pass on to his heirs.

Wow, what of the future? Though prices of consumer goods have
been very stable so far in 1955; they are expected to rise slightly
dura.ng the coming year. Already we can see evidence of an upward
swing in apparel prices and there is reason to believe that prices of
consumer durables may show more strength in the months to come.
Charges for consioraer services have risen steadily and will probably
continue to do so. However, food prices are expected to show little
change, on the whole, ^nd, because food, is the largest component of
the family budget, it wlkl tend to keep ovei'a.ll liici'eases in family
living costs small.
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In October the Index of Prices Paid by Faxtr.ers for all commodities

used in family living was the same as a year age. The chart shows in-

dexes for four of the six separate commodities prices for this index.

Figures in this chart carry thorough June 1935 , the last available when

this chart was prepared. The September fig'ure for house furnishings

was virtually the same as a year ago, the index for food and tobacco

was down 3 percent, that for building materials used in housing was up

about 3 percent. September prices of new automobiles and auto supplies,

though lower than in June of this year, were 2 percent higher than for

September 1954. Clothing and household operation, not shown here, were

both slighxly higher than a year ago.

The Consumer Price Index for urban wage -earners and clerical
workers is another widely used measure of changes in consumer prices.

The commodities and services priced for this index are those determined
to be typical of the urban worker's family living budget. However, in

many instances, urban and rural families purchase the same types of

goods and services. The chart shows four of the separate components
of the index. Rent and medical care, which typify the price movement
of service items in the family budget, continued their upward trend in

1955- The September figures for these components v/ere 1-2 percent
higher than a year ago. In September, the apparel figure in this in-

dex, like the clothing figure in the Index of Prices Paid by Farmers,
was a little higher than a year ago. Footwear, an important item in
the budget of families with many children, had increased 1 percent.
Footwear and women's and girls' apparel in this index had an unusually
high upturn this fall. Trends in prices, as shown by these indexes of

consumer prices may foretell what is ahead in the year to come.

With the possibility of some slight rise in cons'jmer prices in

the coming year and a further decline in farm income, farm families
cannot maintain the level of living of the past few years unless they
can reduce savings further or add to income from nonfarm sources. If
cuts in living expenditure are made, which categories of consumption
are most likely to be curtailed? One of the most sensitive items in
the farm family budget is gifts and contributions. Another highly
sensitive item is transportation. With the many new cars purchased
since 1951, replacements of the automobile itself could be deferred.
Expenditures for furnishings and equipment are also likely to be re-
duced when income prospects are less than formerly. But, because
farm families have so recently added to their stocks of equipment and
furnishings, this curtailment will probably not affect the level of
living immediately. Refrigerators and washing machines installed in
the late forties can be made to serve a few more years. One improve-
ment which I fear will suffer is the installation of piped running
water. This is an expensive installation to make, and farm families
that do not clearly foresee continued high income may hesitate to
make the expenditures necessary for this convenience. I would hope
that where farms have recently been electrified, families would
place a high priority on this expenditxire

.



Another curtailment which is likely to occur with reduced income
is in spending for education. This, too, would be a most unfortunate
step for the farm families to take. There probably will be no decrease
in medical care expenditures. Families may feel impelled to cut back
on the amount of medical care they buy but this will be balanced by
rising costs of medical services. Those families that have seen the
advantages of voluntary health insurance may be loathe to give up this
program.

Farm families could increase their home production of food as a

hedge against lowei- cash incomes. The many freezers installed in re-

cent years provide the farm homemaker with a means of making farm-

furnished foods available beyond their seasonal production.

Summary

Farm families, on the whole, have maintained their levels of living
at least througn 197^ in spite of the drop in total farm income. This

is, in part; because the number of families dependent on farm income is

smaller and because farm families have increased their income from non-

farm employment. The reserves of durable goods that farm families have

built up over the past 5 years have also helped to maintain their levels

of living. Farm family spending, insofar as it can be measured with the

available data, seems to have held up through 195^ and to be following

the same trends as spending by all consumers in the country. For

example, food expenditures are up, reflecting shifts towards prepared

foods and choices of higher priced foods. Moreover, farm families seem

to be like other consumers in the tendency, since World War II, to

spend more for durable goods and less for clothing than their previous

pattern,

In the year ahead increased prices for some consumer goods seem

likely, but the overall increase in living costs will be slight be-

cause food prices, which are not expected to increase, are so large a

part of the total. But increases in living costs, however small, in

combination wiuh decreasing income from farming may result in a fur-

ther cut in farm family purchasing power. This will mean reduced

expenditures for living, unless farm families can continue to add to

nonfarm income or make adjustments in saving. In view of the fact

that so many farm homes lack running water, it is hoped that a cut

in expenditures for this improvement is not in prospect.
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