
CHAPTER XVL—FAMILY BUDGETS OF TYPICAL
COTTON-MILL WORKERS.

PURPOSE OF REPORT.

This report gives the results of a study- of the incomes and ex-
penditures for one year of 21 mill families in the South and 14 in
Fall Eiver. In addition the cost of both a minimum and a fair
standard of living in the selected places was computed, and a com-
parison made between the ascertained incomes of the families under
consideration and these two standards. Special stress is laid on the
fact that these standards were actual, not theoretic. The effort was
not to decide abstractly wThat amount a family must have or what it
ought to have, but what the income it actually had meant accord-
ing to the standards of its particular habitat, in terms of living.

The attempt is * * * to determine what according to the
customs prevailing in the communities selected for study is a fair
standard of living and what according to the same measure is the
minimum standard upon which families are living and apparently
maintaining physical efficiency. These standards, it should be em-
phasized, are the standards found to be actually prevailing among
cotton-mill families of the several communities studied, and are not
standards fixed by the judgment either of the investigators or of the
Bureau of Labor.1

LOCALITIES AND FAMILIES STUDIED.

In order that the families studied in the South might represent
the differing conditions in different communities, they were studied
in three localities: xltlanta, Ga., a large city where the cotton indus-
try is one among many varied industries; Greensboro, N. C, a small
city where the cotton industry is predominant; and a small country
mill about four miles from Burlington, N. C. In the North limi-
tations of time made it necessary to confine the study to Fall Eiver.

\ The data concerning the Southern families is on the whole both
comprehensive and accurate. All the wage earners of each family
worked in the same mill, and by the courtesy of the mill owners it
wTas possible to get the exact weekly earnings of each wage earner for

!Vol. XVI, Family Budgets of Typical Cotton-Mill Workers, p. 9.
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each week of the year. Generally, the families lived in company
houses, so that the rent was easily learned, and did their trading at
a company store, or at a store almost wholly dependent on a mill
tillage. Stores of both kinds cooperated in the investigation, allow-
ing the agents conducting the investigation to copy from their books
the accounts of the families studied.

In Fall River it was not possible to obtain as complete data. In
some cases the earnings of one or more members of a family had to
be estimated, for the name of the worker could not be found on the
pay roll. (Of the families studied, only four belonged to English-
speaking races, and the foreign names were frequently spelled with
such freedom as to be quite unrecognizable.) There were no com-
pany stores, and purchases were usually made for cash, so that ac-
counts could rarely be obtained. The workers spent more on inci-
dentals which are easily forgotten. Consequently, while the incomes
were usually secured with a reasonable degree of accuracy, the ex-
penditures were often incomplete.

The results of this intensive study were confirmed by the results
of the more general investigation described in Volume I of this
report, in which 1,567 families of cotton-mill workers in the South
and 438 similar families in Massachusetts were visited and inquiries
made in regard to their domestic economy. In addition, the exact
earnings were secured of 75 cotton-mill families in North Carolina,
South Carolina, and Georgia, and the composition of the families
was learned. With these results thus secured as a background, the
facts learned in the intensive investigation take on an importance
and significance which would have been impossible for an isolated
study of no greater extent than this.

COST OF LIVING IN LOCALITIES SELECTED.

The budgets of these particular families are of importance chiefly
as they afford a basis for determining the cost of living. Considering
the standards and the prices prevailing in the localities studied, the
conclusion is reached that in the southern communities the minimum
standard for a typical family, i. e., a family consisting of father,
mother, and three children ranging from 10 to 4 years old, demands
an annual income of $408.26, while the cost of a fair standard for the
same family would be $600.74. In Fall River the cost of a minimum
standard for a similar family would be $484.41, while a fair standard
would cost for English, Irish, and French Canadian families $731.64,
and for Portuguese, Polish, and Italian families $690.60. The differ-
ence in cost of these two standards is wholly in the item of rent, the
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three races with the lower standard being satisfied with accommoda-
tions which the others are unwilling to accept unless forced to do so
by extreme poverty. The cost of the various items making up the
minimum and fair standards is worked out for individuals of each
sex and of successive ages, so that it is possible to calculate how
closely the incomes of the families studied approximate the cost of
the two standards.

AVERAGE WEEKLY EARNINGS AND COST OF LIVING.

Taking those whose membership was fairly steady throughout the
year, so that average weekly earnings and weekly expenditures can
be easily reckoned, it appears that in 2 of the 16 southern families
whose earnings were reported for each week of the year the annual
income fell below the amount needed for even the minimum stand-
ard, in 9 others it fell below the requirements of the fair standard,
and in 5 it rose above the latter standard. Among 75 other families
whose incomes and composition were learned 15 had incomes below
the requirements of the minimum standard, 38 had incomes above
the cost of the minimum but below the cost of a fair standard of
living, and 22 had incomes above the cost of a fair standard. In
Fall River 1 of the 14 families studied had an income below the
cost of the minimum standard of living, 9 had incomes above the
cost of a minimum but below the cost of a fair standard, and 4 hud
incomes above the cost of a fair standard. In other words, of the
105 families studied something over one-sixth (17.14 per cent) had
annual incomes so small that they could not by any exercise of skill,
judgment, and economy maintain themselves in a state of physical
efficiency, 53.33 per cent could by care and prudence maintain their
efficiency but could not reach a fair standard of living, and only
29.53 per cent could live comfortably according to the standards of
their community.

FLUCTUATION OF EARNINGS.

The above statement gives too favorable a picture of the situation,
as it states what could have been done had the annual income been
received in 52 equal installments, but this was practically never the
case. The earnings fluctuated widely from week to week, according
to whether or not the workers could and did obtain a full week's
work. In the southern mills it was difficult to fix the responsibility
for these fluctuations, the mill owners claiming that the employees
would not work steadily, while the latter claimed that they could not
secure enough work to keep themselves steadily employed. In Fall
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River mill owners made no complaint that the employees would not
work steadily, but the incomes showed a wider range of variation
than in the South. The following figures show the extent of the
fluctuation in some cases:

FLUCTUATION OF WEEKLY EARNINGS IN THE CASE OF TYPICAL FAMILIES.

I t will be noticed that in some cases the weekly income, within a
period of eight consecutive weeks, ranges from considerably below
the amount required for the minimum standard up to or beyond the
amount required for the fair standard. The fuller tables of the report,
covering 52 weeks, show that the movement is often more gradual.
Thus, in the case of family 104 the average weekly income, $13.08,
was safely above the requirements of the minimum standard, which
for this family cost an average of $12.37. But in the first 22 weeks
of the year studied, there were only three occasions, not consecutive,
on which the weekly earnings reached or passed the minimum re-
quired. For two weeks, not consecutive, there were no earnings, the
mills being closed. During the remaining 17 weeks the earnings
ranged from $4.34 to $11.10. During the remainder of the year
earnings were better, occasionally for periods of four or five weeks
at a time rising well above the requirements of the fair standard.

1 The difficulty of adjusting these incomes to the standard of living
that the family would be able to maintain if its income were regu-
lar is obvious. Equally obvious are the dangers of extravagance
on the one hand and running into debt on the other; for the weekly
incomes are as far above as below the average.1

NUMBER OF WAGE EARNERS; FAMILY WAGE.

The data concerning the composition of the families and the
^earnings of each member are of especial interest in connection with
•the discussion of the standard of living. Among the 21 southern

iVol. XVI, Family Budgets of Typical Cotton-Mill Workers, p. 164.

Items.

Weekly cost of minimum standard
Weekly cost of fair standard
Average weekly earnings
Actual weekly earnings:

First week . .
Second week.
Third week
Fourth week .
Fifth, week
Sixth week . .
Seventh week
Eighth week

Family.

No. 8.

$14.32
21.03
14.47

16.60
15.75
9.10

15.15
9.60

13.30
9.45
7.70

No. 17.

$7.02
10.09
7.95

10.10
5.00
4.50
5.00
7.40

10.10
10.70
10.70

No. 99.

$13.59
. 21.32

26.07

27.79
6.60

28.34
20.39
18.56
15.60
18.77
16.75

No. 108.

$9 60
13.89
11.53

13.44
7 81

13.34
5.77

13.03
9 96
3.23
8.12
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families studied in detail, five wage earners, two of them in one
family, were found who had made enough during the preceding
year to support a family consisting of father, mother, and three
children under working age according to the requirements of the
minimum standard, while among the 14 Fall River families only
one such was discovered. Not a single wage earner was found who
earned enough to support such a family according to the require-
ments of a fair standard of living. But cotton-mill families are
usually large, and even in these five cases the single earner's wages
Avould not have sufficed to support the actual as opposed to the
theoretically normal family. In general a composite wage earned
by from two to five or more members was a necessity for the mainte-
nance of even a minimum standard of living.

As a matter of fact, the attempt to maintain a family on the
earnings of a single worker was rarely made. Among the 21 south-
ern families only one was found with but a single wage earner, and
in this case even though the family was relatively small, having
only four children, and though the mother kept two boarders to
help out, they were in debt at the end of the year. In Fall Eiver
two families had only one wage earner apiece. One of these was
the only wage earner who made enough to support the so-called nor-
mal family according to the requirements of the minimum stand-
ard. But he had four children, instead of only three, and though
the wife kept lodgers and they lived very plainly, their expenses
exceeded the income by $97.66. In the second case there were only
two children and the family wTere obviously thrifty and economical,
but expenses exceeded the father's earnings by $174.90. The char-
acter of the family is indicated by the fact that this deficiency was
met from the savings of earlier years.

In every other case among the families studied in detail there
were from two to six wage earners. Among the 21 southern families
14 took boarders or lodgers to help out the income. In Fall River
this method was not popular, only four families resorting to it.
Among the 75 families in North and South Carolina and Georgia
whose incomes and membership were learned, not one depended on
a single wage earner, only 11 had as few as 2, and from this the
number ran up to 5 or 6 in a family. Of the 11 families depending
on two wage earners, 6 had incomes insufficient to maintain even
the minimum standard of living. Evidently if these figures are at
all typical the man who can support his family by his owrn work in a
cotton mill is the decided exception. Ordinarily the wife and chil-
dren must work or the family must suffer.
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FAMILIES WITHOUT MALE HEADS.

One effect of the family wage as seen in this study is to diminish
the economic importance of the man who theoretically should be the
chief support of the family. Among the 21 southern families studied
were 8 in which the male head had died or deserted his family or
was too old to work or was unwilling to work. Three of these fam-
ilies had annual incomes well above the requirements of the fair
standard; three others had incomes above the requirements of the
minimum, though not reaching those of the fair standard; and two
had incomes below the requirements of the minimum standards. In
other words, in this group of families who might reasonably b£ re-
gardeci as economically crippled a larger proportion reached a, fair
standard of living than w7as the case in the whole group of 105 fam-
ilies studied in this particular. The percentage who did not earn
enough to maintain themselves in physical efficiency was also greater
in the smaller group, but it is to be noted that this percentage is due
to fathers who could work but would not, and is not the result of any
lack of a male head.

Similar results appeared in the other localities studied. In Fall
River only two of the families studied were without male heads, and
each of these had earned during the preceding year well above the
amount required for the maintenance of a fair standard of living.
Of the 75 families studied in North and South Carolina and Georgia,
25 were without effective male heads, the fathers having died or de-
serted or being disabled or unwilling to work. Of these, 36 per cent
had an income below the requirements of the minimum standard, 44
per cent passed the minimum, but did not reach the fair standard,
and 20 per cent passed the fair standard—an alignment which,, while
not so favorable as that of the group having fathers at work is by
no means so different as might have been expected.

These 75 families show rather clearly how the relation between the
number of wage earners and the size of the family affects its eco-
nomic position. The following figures show the relation of these
three factors:

AVERAGE NUMBER IN FAMILY AND AVERAGE NUMBER OF WAGE EARNERS IN
FAMILY, ACCORDING TO FAMILY INCOME.

Items.

15 families having incomes "below minimum standard
38 families with incomes above minimum, but below fair standard
22 families with incomes above fair standard

Average
number
in family.

7.3
7.4
6.8

Average
number

wage
earners.

3.4
4.0
4.4
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CONCLUSIONS.

The study as a whole seems to show, when taken in connection
with the larger studies to which it may be considered supplementary,
that in the cotton-mill communities studied a certain proportion
of the workers did not earn enough to maintain physical efficiency
unimpaired; that a considerably larger proportion was unable to
compass a fair standard of living; that it was only in exceptional
cases that an adult male worker could earn enough to support
properly a normal family; and that the employment of wife or chil-
dren, or both, as wage earners was a necessity. The most generally
useful feature of the report is its fixation of the cost of a minimum
and of a fair standard of living in the localities studied, according
to the ideas and customs prevailing in those localities.
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