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LETTER OF TRANSMITTAL

DepartmMeENT OF COMMERCE,
Burrav or TaE CENRUS,
Washington, D. C., July 22, 1942.

“Sir: T transmit herewith volume IT of the Sixteenth Census reports on the Census of Business.  This volume
presents statistices for the United States, for States, for cities of more than 5,000 population, and for counties. Some
characteristics of wholesale trade are analyzed, including: Monthly employment, employment and pay roll for 1 week,
size of establishments, operating expenses, eredit business and receivables, classes of customers, commodities sold,
legal form of organization, ownership groups, and age of establishment. The data are presented by types of
operation and kinds of business.

The Census of Business, taken in 1940 in conformity with the Act providing for the fifteenth and subsequent
decennial censuses, approved Juno 18, 1929, covers operations during the calendar year 1939.  The facts were
collected in 1940 by a complete field canvass of all wholesale establishments in the continental United States.

The statistics were compiled under the supervision of Fred A. Gosnell, Chief Statistician for Business, and
William A, Ruff, Assistant Chicf Statistician. This volume was prepared by John Albright, in charge of Whole-
sale Trade, with the technical assistance of William P. MeInerny and James T. Daly. -

Respectfully,
J. C. Capr,

‘ Director of the Census.
Hoxn, Jesse H. Jonus,

Secretary of Commerce.
I
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INTRODUCTION

This volume presents data on Wholesale Trade, a
part of the 1939 Census of Business which was taken in
conformity with an Act of Congress approved June
18, 1929. The Act provided, among other things, for a
Census of Distribution (now called Business) covering
the year 1929 and each succeeding tenth year thereafter
in connection with decennial censuses. This is the
second in the 10-year series. In addition, two censuses
of business were conducted as emergency projects
covering the years 1933 and 1935. Consequently,
four year-periods or mileposts are now available for
measuring wholesale trade: 1929, 1933, 1935, and
1939. Comparisons in this volume, however, are
limited to the years 1939, 1935, and 1029.

The volume comprises summary statistics on whole~
sale trade for the country as a whole, for geographic
divisions, States, counties, and for cities as well as such
subject and special studies as employment by months
and employment and pay roll for 1 week; business
size; an analysis of operating expenses; cash-credit
analysis of sales, receivables and inventories; sales by
classes ‘of customers; and commodity sales. The
data, which were collected in 1940 in a complete field
canvass conducted under the supervision of the regular
field organization of the Burcau of the Census, cover
operations of wholesale establishments throughout the
United States during the year 1939. Information
contained herein has been issued, for the most part, in
a series of State and subject reports.

Unlike most surveys or sample studies in the field of
wholesaling, census data represent complete coverage,
hence are much wider in scope. Survey statistics fre-
quently are confined to a limited part of the universe
studied, whereas census data cover the entire field.
Relatively few items are generally covered in surveys
or sample studies, while in the census, data are presented
on many phases of wholesaling such as number of
establishments, sales, employment, pay roll, inven-
tories, operating expenses, cash-credit business, and
the like. Statistics derived from the census are basic
and fundamental and provide a dependable base or
bench mark for evaluating and projecting current data
of a more limited nature.

Scope of wholesale trade.—The field of wholesale
trade, as defined for census purposes, is somewhat
broader than the usual conception of ‘‘wholesaler” or

“wholesale merchant’ as it includes manufacturer-
owned sales outlets, petroleum bulk stations, agents,
brokers, and assemblers of farm products, as well as
the more conventional types of wholesalers. It in-
cludes all establishments or places of business primarily
engaged in selling or acting as agoents in selling (or
buying) goods on a wholesale basis. The place of
business may be a store or warehouse from which sales
are made at wholesale, a sales or brokerage office, or
part of an office that may be shared with others.
Selling on a wholesale basis is selling primarily to
retailers, dealers or distributors who buy the goods
for resale, or selling to institutional and industrial
users who purchase for business use rather than for the
purpose of reselling the goods in the same form.

Wholesale and retail.—All establishments or places
of business primarily engaged in selling (or buying)
goods, cither on their own account or for the account
of others, fall within the scope of the Censuses of
Wholesale and Retail Trades. Generally speaking,
those engaged primarily in purveying goods to the
ultimate consumer for consumption or utilization are
classified as retail, while those that sell to dealers and
distributors for resale, or to purchasers who buy for
business use, are classified as wholesale.

Many business concerns do not fall clearly in either
the retail or the wholesale division. Since it is im-
practicable, as a rule, to classify any single business
establishment in more than one phase of the census,
the major-portion-of-business or the 50-percent rule is
followed for the most part. Establishments are placed
in one classification or another according to their major
activity. Consequently, those engaged in both retail-
ing and wholesaling are considered as retailers or
wholesalers in accordance with the bulk of their busi-
ness. The number of cases in which it was necessary
to apply the 50-percent rule was small relative to the
total number of establishments. Border-line businesses
of this type occur most frequently in the distribution
of such commodities as automobiles, electrical appli-
ances, hardware, farm implements, farm supplies,
building materials, and gasoline. In studying distri-
bution in these fields it is well to consider both the
Wholesale and Retail Censuses. Similarly, in com-
paring 1939 data with those of previous censuses, it
should be noted that for border-line cases a relatively
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2 CENSUS OF BUSINESS

saandl ehange in sales at retail or wholesale may cause
ihe establishment to shilt its classification from one
phase of the census to another,

Tuble 7 of the wholesale series mensures the volunie
of vetail sules mnde by wholesalers. Conversely, table
14 of the vetail series (summarized in accompunying
table 713) shows the mmount of sales by retailers to
other retailers,

Wholesale and manufactures. Establishments en-
goeed 1n botl manufucturing and merchandising goods
are ineluded ooty in the Census of Manufactures if the
mnjor portion of the goods they sell s of their own
make,  Those engaged primarily e merchandising ab
wholesale, where manufacturing is secondary, are in-
elicled in the Wholesale Censusg, fostablishments en-
anged with about equal emphasis i manafaeturing and
werchandising, but in which merchandising predomi-
wted  slightly, frequently  submitied two reports—
wholemsale wird manufanetures,  Sales branches operated;
apart from plants, primarily for disposal at wholesale
of the munufoeturers’ products are ineluded inc the
Wholesale Cleonsus,

Wholesale and agricultural industries.—As whole-
sole trade ineludes all establishients engaged prinel-
pally i selling or neting as agents in buying ov selling
gomls to dealers, disteibutors, and to hdustrial users,
wmemblers of farm produets are ineluded. The term
Cassetabler’” as defined for consus purposes covers es-
tublishments  engaged  primarily in the purchase of
farm produets or of fish nnd sea food at loeal producing
points or in cities of producing areas. The cmphasis
is on buying wid assembling of merchandise in quan-
tities for economical handling wnd shipping, usually
diveet to shipping men, carlot werchants, or to indus-
trinl users,  Many assemblers perform some agricul-
turnl netivitios sueh as spraying trees or picking fruits
and vegetables, in addition to sorting, grading, preking,
and marketing the goods. Coneerns performing agri-
eultural services ineidental to marketing arve ineluded

in the Wholesale Census, whereas farmers and agrienl-

turnl coneerns nwketing their own produets or per-
forming marketing funetions incidental to agriculture
are omitted, A packing house, for example, operated
by a furmer on his farm primarily for pucking and
marketing his own products is not ineluded in the
Wholesale Census; however, these operated by groups
of farmers or by cooperative marketing associntions,
and commoreial houses packing and selling goods on
their own aceount or Tor others, are included.

‘anvass based on establishments.—The Census of
Wholesale Trade consists of an enumeration of all
wholesale establishments or places of business in oper-
ation during o census year and covers their operations
during the calendar year or in some cases the fiscal
yoar ended nearest the ealendar year. The eensus is
conducted on an establishment busis in order to facili-

tate the canvass and make it possible to present data
by ureas——States, counties, and eities. A scparate re-
port is sceured for each establishment regardless of
whether or not it is owned and operated as a part of a
chain or large business organization.

As the canvass is based upon establishments, itinerant
peddlers, any wagon distributors, and other vendors
without definite places of business recognizable as such
to enumerators are omitted.

Questionnaires.—Four schedule lorms were used in
anvassing wholesale establishients in connection with.
the 1039 Census of Business (see Appendixes).  Form 31
was n general form for reporting the conventional types
of wholesalers, newer types of limited-service whole-
salers, manufacturers’ sales brauches, manufacturers’
sules oflices, and commission merchants; Form 32 was
a specinlized questionnaire for use in reporting petro-
leum bulk stations and distributing terminals; Form 83
was a short form used for reporting agents and brokers;
while Form 34 was designed especially for reporting
assembloers and marketers of farm products,  The forms
were identical with respeet to basie information on
number of establishments, sales, personnel, pay roll,
and inventories, but differed materially in the amount
of mformation called for on sales by commodities, cash-
eredit business, and the analysis of employment and
puy roll according to type of work performed.

Comparison with previous censuses.—The scope of
the 1039 census is substantially the same as in 1935, a
minor change being the addition in 1939 of establish-
ments engaged primarily in coffee roasting or spice
erinding and selling the products to distributors or to
dealers.  When comparing with 1929 reports it should
be remembered that chain-storve warchouses were not
included as wholesale establishments in 1935 or 1039,
Cream stations, on the other hand, engaged primarily
in buying ercam and produce were included in 1935 and
1039 but were omitted for the most part in 1929,

To facilitate comparisons, every effort has been made
to keep the scope and classifications of the 1939 consus
comparable with those for previous years., It should
be noted in evaluating changes and drawing conclu-
sious, however, that an establishment is clagsificd in
eaeh census according to its major operation; hence a
small change in the sales practices of an establishment
engaged with about equal emphasis in wholesaling and
retailing or in wholesaling and manufacturing may cause
w shift of the entire business from one census field to
another.  Also comparisons with 1935 and 1933 may
he affected by incomplete coverage as the censuses for
those yeurs were on a voluntary basis and in some local-
ities reports were not received for all places of business.

Basie classifications.—The findings of the 1939 Whole-
sale Clensus are presented in three basie classifications:
(1) Aveas—geographic divisions, States, citics, and coun-
ties; (2) types of ope ation—according to the character
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of the establishment and the funetions performed; and
(3) kinds of business—based upon commodities or lines
of merchandise handled and trade designation.

The first measures the geographic distribution of
wholesale trade in terms of location of the establish-
ment from which sales are made-—not according to
location of customers who purchase the goods.

As o wholesale census is somewhat broader than the
usual conception of “wholesaler”” or “wholesale moer-
chant,” the second dlassification, types of operation, is
more fundamental than the first. Tt groups vstablish-
ments according to functions performed or methods of
operation into more or less homogencous groupings, as
service wholesalers, limited-function wholesalers, manu-
facturers’ sales branches, manufacturers’ sales offices,
and the like,

The third grouping brings together establishments
engaged primarily in handling the same or similar lines
of merchandise such as drugs, cleetrical goods, hard-
ware, groceries, and the like. It is cssential in the
whelesale census to distinguish the various types of
operation in & given trade or kind of business as some

451724 0- 42~ 2

types frequently sell to others.  For example, food
brokers may sell to grocery wholesalers; grain brokers
may sell to grain merchants; and agricultural coopera-
tives frequently sell to merchants and jobhers, Kind-
of-business data for the various types of operation are
kept separate in the eensus reports, for to combine them
would result in considerable duplication in sales,

When making comparisons between census yoars, it
should be remembered that the major-portion-nf-business
rule is applicd each census year in classitying by type
and kind.  Conscquently, estublishments performing
functions that overlap type classifications (such as
wholesale merehant-wagon distributor, wholesale mer-
chant-commission merehant, and the like) and those
that overlap trades (groceries and tobaeeo, drugs and
liquor, ete.) may shift in elassification from one census
to another. The effeet of such shifts varies in different
arcas depending upon the prevalence of such dual activ-
ities, but in most areas and for the United States as a
whole they account for sueh o small volurne of husiness
that they have little influence on the totals,
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