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CHAPTER 1

Beyond the Mad Men: Consumer Engineering

and the Rise of Marketing Management,
1920s-1970s

Jan Logemann, Gary Cross, and Ingo Kobler

By the middle of the twentieth century, corporate marketing had become a
growing professional field and marketing experts increasingly shaped the way
in which American companies understood their customers. No longer focused
solely on sales and advertising, professional marketing increasingly entailed a
broad array of business functions from product development and design to
pricing and distribution. Marketing departments grew in number and size,
and they increasingly relied on systematic market research to develop mer-
chandise that fit changing consumer tastes. An entire new group of profes-
sional experts had appeared, offering their services as advertising consultants,
market analysts, and market prognosticators to the consumer goods indus-
try. As a “social technology,” marketing now aimed not only at understand-
ing consumers and analyzing their needs but also at shaping their desires.
Especially since the economic crisis of the 1930s, marketers traded on the
promise that they could socially “engineer” consumers and their behavior.!
The ascendancy of the “mad men” in mid-twentieth-century America—
made famous more recently by the popular television series—has already
received attention from historians.? Throughout the postwar boom years, the
advertising industry on Madison Avenue developed novel ways of appealing
to segments of the populace—from youths to African Americans—that had
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not previously been specifically targeted as consumers. Advertisers attempted
to probe ever more deeply and consciously into the minds and psychologi-
cal motivations of consumers.3 Already in the 1920s, the rise of professional
U.S. advertising agencies had a transatlantic dimension, and historians of
European business have discussed the American agencies as spearheads of
an “Americanization” of European marketing.* Yet these (m)ad men on
Madison Avenue were but the tip of the iceberg for a broader shift in modern
marketing on both sides of the Atlantic, which saw professionalized and
increasingly creative approaches in areas ranging from market research and
industrial design to corporate sales strategies and retail presentation. Looking
beyond the (m)ad men employed by advertising agencies, we can find a broad
array of expert professionals who as commercial designers, consumer psy-
chologists, sales managers, or market researchers contributed to the rise of
new systematic and creative forms of consumer-oriented marketing. These
experts confidently saw themselves as “consumer engineers,” selling their ser-
vices and an enticing world of goods to consumers and corporations alike.

Marketing increasingly dissociated itself from older notions of educating
people on how to make use of new products. Advertising gradually turned
away from pure technical instructions and simple accentuations of a good’s
quality and benefits. Increasingly, marketing tried to touch the consumer
emotionally, stressing the added values of social distinction, aesthetic appeal,
and satisfaction of desires. The attempt to reach consumers at the level of
their unconscious wishes and inner motivations required a new toolbox of
social research methods and psychological analysis. The basic intention of
consumer research, gathering information to better understand consumer
behavior, was at times superseded by attempts at manipulating consumers.
The rise of innovative research and the roots of marketing professionalization
in part intersected with an overblown belief in the power of psychological
methods to direct and control consumer behavior. The disparate nature of
this transitional phase in the history of marketing has often been noted in the
literature, but never systematically analyzed. The intention of this book is to
give more concrete contours to this period of “consumer engineering.”

We locate its beginnings within the interwar era with its crises and techno-
cratic reform responses on both sides of the Atlantic. Consumer Engineering:
A New Technology for Prosperity was the title of a 1932 book by two promi-
nent U.S. marketing experts, Roy Sheldon and Egmont Arens.> As commer-
cial designers and advertising men, the authors urged American businesses
to overcome the Great Depression by creating consumer demand with con-
certed marketing efforts, for example, by consciously integrating industrial
design or state-of-the-art psychological research into marketing strategies.
The streamlined shapes of 1930s industrial goods reflected their agenda as
much as the motivation research or the subliminal psychology of advertis-
ing appeals did in subsequent decades. Consumer engineering, to its cheer-
leaders, promised to increase sales and usher in a period of abundance and
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“adjusted life” in newfound affluence. Increasingly intricate market research
and the exploration of consumer psychology aimed directly at “making goods
desirable” and at inducing change in taste and “obsolescence.”® Consumer
engineering claimed to put “the consumer” and his or her wishes ever more
directly at the center of corporate marketing strategies by offering a wider
range of products, pricing, and carefully tailored advertising. This under-
standing advanced a paradigm shift from narrowly conceived production-led
strategies toward more consumer-oriented marketing management that—for
the first time—took consumer needs and desires seriously as an important
market factor.

Consumer engineering’s cautious beginnings in the interwar years ush-
ered in a period of self-assured marketing expansion after World War II. To
their postwar critics, the consumer engineers were nothing more than “hid-
den persuaders” who manipulated consumers into a rat race of unending con-
sumption through accelerated product cycles and “planned obsolescence.””
Mid-century merchandising, however, did not simply amount to corporate
brainwashing but instead reflected a newfound belief in the power of pro-
fessional marketing. Marketers now claimed they possessed the tools to avert
market saturation and other forms of crisis. Sophisticated professional meth-
ods, consumer engineers claimed, would allow them to predict and even
shape consumer behavior almost at will. With expanding full-service advertis-
ing agencies, new design studios, and market research laboratories and mar-
keting departments emerging at consumer goods corporations, the decades
from the 1930s to the 1960s came to represent a kind of “golden age” of
self-confident modern marketing that ultimately reached beyond the United
States to affect the entire Atlantic World.

The object of this volume is to transcend the familiar, but increasingly bar-
ren debate between proponents of advertising and mass consumption, who
saw a vehicle for democratic capitalism, and detractors of the new marketing
practices, who saw nothing more than consumer manipulation.® Instead, we
ask more broadly about how and to what degree modern marketing man-
aged to shape consumption practices and the culture of mass consumption,
and in what ways marketing was merely a response to wider social and cul-
tural dynamics. Simply put, did marketing shape the market or did the social
dynamics of the market shape the marketing concepts? We seek to reassess the
history of consumer engineering in a comparative and transnational frame-
work that views the rise of marketing as part of a broader mid-century era
of “high modernity,” or what might be called the “age of engineers,” which
spans from the interwar decades to the 1960s.” At a time when experts and
technocrats were engaged in schemes to manage and change politics, soci-
ety, and the economy based on an optimistic belief in the power of sciences
and social sciences, marketing professionals were but one group among
many engaged in attempts to “engineer” social relations. We still do not
know much about their motives, methods, and professional self-perceptions,
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however. We therefore need to put the key economic actors and professions
firmly at the center of historical research.

Exploring the work of store and product designers or the strategies of
fashion or automobile companies, a more ambiguous picture of consumer
engineering emerges. What critics saw as marketing manipulation can also
be seen as part of a mid-century celebration of the potential of the sciences
and the call for economic predictability through the steering of aggregate
and individual demand. Corporate market making, Andrew Godley and Keith
Heron suggest in their chapter, entailed genuine attempts to establish trust
and goodwill between consumers and corporations in order to make con-
sumer markets function. Thus, we transcend both the focus on advertising
prevalent in earlier studies of corporate marketing and the narrow issue of
whether merchandisers meet or manipulate demand.!? Instead, we look at
the specific goals of innovators, at the challenges and problems faced by con-
sumer product firms as they engaged increasingly stratified and fragmented
consumer markets, and at the complex efforts of consumer movements to
respond to marketing innovations.

CONSUMER ENGINEERING AS A PHASE IN MARKETING
IN THE UNITED STATES AND EUROPE

Mid-century consumer engineering emerges as a distinct phase of accelera-
tion and professionalization in a longer history of consumer marketing and
an increasingly “fast capitalism” since the late nineteenth century. Looking
at developed consumer societies in North America and Europe, especially at
mid-century, the essays in this volume address four interrelated sets of issues
pertaining to the scope, periodization, and character of consumer engineer-
ing, as well to its broader implications for business and social history in the
transatlantic world.

First, we examine how changing notions of “the consumer” among mar-
keting professionals impacted marketing developments in particular and
modern consumer culture more generally. Tracing the history of efforts to
engineer consumers and looking at the proponents and detractors of this
work sheds new light on the development of mass consumption in the trans-
atlantic world during the crucial period between the Great Depression of the
1930s and the multiple crises of the 1970s. Wedged between these two dra-
matic downturns in economic development were both the global catastrophe
of World War II and the “miraculous” postwar boom years, which both in
their own way contributed to an unparalleled expansion of mass consumption
across the Atlantic World.!!

This book emphasizes the important linkages between interwar and post-
war marketing developments. It identifies a longer, mid-century period of
“high modernity” in marketing, which was characterized by a sustained belief
in the powers of science, technology, and planning to bring about widespread
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improvements in living conditions, an abundance of material goods, and
continuously new and improved consumer products. Such notions coalesced
with a specific Fordist mode of consumption based on household rationaliza-
tion and mass-produced durable goods. This model of high modernist mass
consumption, many economists and policy makers hoped at the time, would
be the engine of perpetual growth, and marketing would thus provide a valu-
able social service.!? This was the world in which consumer engineers rose to
prominence. While historians have long focused on mass production as a cen-
tral pillar of the mass consumption economy, new approaches to mass mar-
keting from product merchandising to retailing and financing were equally
important. What impact did the professionalization of market research, indus-
trial design, and other aspects of modern marketing have on mid-century
mass consumption? And what role was attributed to “the consumer” within a
broader framework of technocratic high modernity?

Second, the emergence of consumer engineering and the professionali-
zation of marketing were not particular to American consumer capitalism,
as is so often assumed in works that posit marketing as a central facet of
“Americanization.”!3 These trends need to be placed in a transatlantic con-
text instead, so we ask about transnational transfers of marketing ideas
and practices between Europe and the United States and vice versa. What
impact, for example, did new consumer engineering practices have on
European economies at a time when American consumer culture was making
cross-Atlantic inroads in the context of the Cold War? Only a few studies have
thus far traced the transatlantic diffusion of marketing practices and know-
how at the company level. Postwar marketing has only recently attracted the
attention of European business history. The present volume significantly adds
to this literature by studying both the multidirectional transfers of marketing
ideas and their concrete, practical application.!* Who were the principal actors
involved in relaying marketing innovations? How did expert discourses trans-
late into marketing practices at the company level?

Third, understood as a distinct phase of transatlantic marketing history,
consumer engineering represented a shift toward “scientific marketing” and
“marketing management” in both the United States and Europe.!® Reassessing
existing periodization in marketing history, which currently directs particu-
lar attention either to the decades around 1900 or to the 1960s and 1970s,
the present volume asks when the corporate operationalization and institu-
tionalization of consumer-oriented strategies truly emerged, that is, when
the influence of marketing experts on corporate decision-making processes
made itself felt. We try to trace the adaption and implementation of modern
marketing in business practice. When did these experts consciously begin to
carve out and define their roles in everyday business processes, laying claim
to specific expertise in understanding and analyzing consumers? Professional
advertising had seen growing influence since the late 1800s,' but the meth-
odological tool kit of marketing vastly expanded in the time period under
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consideration, with dramatic leaps, for example, in consumer psychology,
motivation research, and survey statistics. Following the Great Depression,
marketing experts increasingly strove to impact decision-making not only in
sales and distribution but also in pricing and styling as well as in engineering
and product development.

By the later 1960s, as marketers increasingly claimed to serve individual
consumer needs and desires, the overly boastful claims of consumer engineer-
ing receded, especially its confidence in being able to anticipate and manipu-
late consumer needs. New historiographical thinking about the question of
manipulating or accommodating consumers has to recognize this change.
Now, marketing management intended to create, engineer, and market goods
with the consumer in mind and to arrange management processes in a way
that put consumer demand front and center. But was the consumer truly in
charge? To some degree, the contributions assembled here suggest that com-
panies had to work hard to gain consumer trust and confidence, which were
key to successtul market making. For producers, understanding and engi-
neering markets were instrumental in managing risk, especially as competi-
tion rose in increasingly saturated markets. Thus, on the one hand, “fashion
intermediaries” such as department store buyers and magazine art directors
kept producers in touch with changing consumer tastes.!” On the other
hand, consumer engineering promoted the rise of “consumer experts” who
claimed to speak and act on behalf of consumers, whether as part of a firm, as
a consumer organization, or as consumption scholars and state regulators.!8
The rise of marketing management did not necessarily mean that consum-
ers substantially gained in agency in the marketplace, but the broader analytic
framework of this book takes us beyond the old dichotomy of agency versus
manipulation in productive ways.

Fourth, the tension between expert control and consumer agency brings
us back to broader questions regarding the interrelation between economic
and social change. Historians of consumer culture can interpret the era of con-
sumer engineering with its marketing-driven product innovations and frequent
style changes as one stage in a longer trend toward increased acceleration in
the turnover of ever new consumer goods or as a new form of “fast capital-
ism,” as Gary Cross suggests in this volume. The roots of this development
may be traced to early intuitive, but still unsystematic forms of product engi-
neering and novelty marketing. These date back to the late nineteenth cen-
tury and include such developments as extensive and continuously updated
catalogs of recordings, the early “software” accompanying rapidly changing
phonograph players. In other words, many trends that characterize consumer
engineering did not actually originate during the middle decades of the twen-
tieth century but instead became ever more dynamic and prevalent then.!®

To what degree corporate marketing practices were responsible for
this process of social and cultural acceleration or to what degree consum-
ers themselves also had a collective and active hand in it remains contested.
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Public policy certainly set the parameters for the expansion of mass
consumption, as Lizabeth Cohen has shown for America’s “consumers’
republic.”?? Consumer practices and tastes had their own autonomous cul-
tural dynamics as well. Marketers and advertisers could try to influence or
co-opt consumers, targeting specific segments such as youth, but rarely
could they manipulate consumers at will.?! Department store buyers, audi-
ence scouts, and other fashion intermediaries had long engaged in tracking
the pulse of shifting consumer tastes for business. Still, the advocates of con-
sumer engineering were more convinced than preceding and subsequent gen-
erations of marketing experts that they could influence consumer behavior
or “engineer consent” and goodwill for their goods and messages, as the
public relations pioneer Edward Bernays put it in 1955.22 The validity of
their “scientific methods” and of the social benefits of their mission hinged
on an overt belief in the malleability of consumers and in the possibility of
“producing” them.

MARKETING AS SOCIAL ENGINEERING?

Moving from changes in marketing to broader historical developments, we
finally ask to what degree consumer engineering was a subset of more general
social engineering efforts in fields such as architecture, urban development,
state planning, and social reform. In many ways, our consumer engineers
appear as one variant of the social engineers—those champions of high
modernity—who firmly believed in the capacity of science and engineering
to rationalize, modernize, and more generally reshape individuals and entire
societies. Cutting across national and ideological boundaries, these experts
and technocrats were at the height of their influence during the middle dec-
ades of the twentieth century.

Social engineering has emerged as an important historical paradigm for
understanding and interpreting the mid-century era in transatlantic history,
a paradigm which marketing historians can use as well.?® Like the wayward
youths or working-class tenants that social engineers sought to influence,
consumers could be regarded as a social group in need of expert guidance in
order to attain a happier, more fulfilled life. In 1930s America, this expertise
could come from consumer engineers, who promised to improve the lot of
consumers, corporations, and society as a whole. In interwar Germany, too,
advertising experts such as Hans Domizlaff had begun to recognize market-
ing as a “Markentechnik” or “branding technology”—in Hartmut Berghoft’s
terminology, a “social technology” capable of shaping and manipulating indi-
vidual and group behavior for commercial and political purposes.?*

Many mid-century consumer engineers were actually hesitant to accept
consumer desires at face value as a guiding force for social development.
Consumers, they believed, lacked foresight and innovative imagination, and
they did not really know what they wanted. Experts—engineers, designers,
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marketers—were more likely to advance the cause of what they viewed as
modern consumer civilization. Artists and academics, businessmen and
administrators would be the architects of a rationally organized, yet also cre-
ative consumer modernity that would improve the masses’ standard of living
and uplift them, to use the parlance of the time. Much like urban planners,
economists, and social workers, then, consumer engineers saw themselves as
social engineers or technocrats harnessing the social sciences to create a bet-
ter world. They legitimized their “education” of consumers and their “engi-
neering” of consumer desires and behaviors by characterizing their practices
as efforts to enable “democratic” access to the abundance of goods and
experiences available in Western consumer capitalism.

Whether working within corporations or for advertising agencies or more
specialized consultancies, consumer engineers often genuinely believed that
their work was improving the standard of living for millions of consumers and
advancing modern civilization by making it both more efficient and enjoya-
ble. Their goals were thus quite different from the proverbial “manipulative
advertiser” focused on growing markets for corporate profits. Especially in
the postwar years, consumer engineering was also a highly political endeavor.
By the 1940s and 1950s, it became heavily intertwined with what histori-
ans today call the “Cold War social sciences” and the “cultural Cold War,” a
war fought as much with consumption statistics and kitchen exhibits as with
nuclear deterrence.?® Not until the 1960s did the seemingly manifest supe-
riority of material affluence and designed obsolescence begin to appear less
self-evident. Across Western societics in that decade, new social movements
began to offer a grassroots critique of technocratic elitism in government and
business alike.

The marketing mind-set represented by consumer engineering now faced
challenges on several fronts. By the late 1960s, the era of unbridled confi-
dence came to a close, and the prominent return of crises cast renewed doubt
on the power of the consumer engineers. Few marketing experts were still
inclined to make grandiose claims, becoming somewhat more humble and
sober in their self-assessments. In part, this was a response to a consumer
movement that made it less socially acceptable to talk openly about manu-
facturing obsolescence and manipulating consumers.?® This movement chal-
lenged the “waste makers” and alerted consumers to marketing fraud and
deception, most prominently perhaps in the scare over subliminal advertis-
ing. Consumer advocates admonished producers to keep consumer needs
in mind, and political consumerism called for educated and informed con-
sumers to exercise control over their own decisions. At the same time, mar-
keting science itself had become too sophisticated to maintain the fiction of
outright expert manipulation. Media and communications scholars as well as
behavioral economists stressed the social embeddedness of mass communica-
tion, the role of opinion leaders, and the place of audience participation in
shaping the meanings of messages, experiences, and aspirations.?” To be sure,
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marketing experts during the 1960s and beyond remained engaged in efforts
to influence consumers, for example, by creating and altering brand images
or by defining and targeting new consumer segments. But they were now less
likely to perceive such work as outright manipulation. Many even succumbed
to their own rhetoric, believing that they were merely interpreting and fulfill-
ing latent consumer wishes.

Again, the rise of social engineering in the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury and the revolt against expert rule since the 1960s were shared, transatlan-
tic phenomena. Thus, to historians of transatlantic social relations, the history
of consumer engineering offers a fresh perspective on postwar economic
transfers and debates over “Americanization.”?® In engaging these broad
sets of issues, this volume thus seeks to explore the societal context of mod-
ern marketing both in Europe and the United States between the 1920s and
the 1970s. By focusing on individual careers and on the transatlantic emer-
gence of broad concepts and their practical implementation, the studies in this
book show how new marketing approaches spread through companies and
advertising agencies across the Atlantic World.

MARKETING INNOVATION IN THE CONTEXT OF CONSUMER
AND BUSINESS HISTORY

The first section of the book situates the concept of consumer engineering
within the development of marketing and mass consumption during the
twentieth century. It weighs the aspirations of marketing experts to reshape
consumption against the limits that their work encountered in practice. Jan
Logemann’s chapter traces the concept of “consumer engineering” and the
emergence of professional marketing in the United States from the interwar
years. Many mid-century marketing experts—several of them transatlantic
émigrés—viewed consumers as malleable objects and encouraged companies
to devise new strategies and methods to engineer the tastes of newly defined
groups of consumers. The rise of market and consumer research was central
to this development. Focusing on the impact of transatlantic émigrés in con-
sumer research, such as Alfred Politz and Ernest Dichter, the chapter also
stresses the transnational dimension of marketing exchanges and the impact
of European developments on those in the United States from the 1930s into
the postwar decades.?’

Looking at the larger trajectory of marketing innovations, the first sec-
tion of this book also considers costs and benefits by contrasting the chal-
lenges faced by consumers with those faced by entrepreneurs. Both groups
had very distinct perspectives on the meaning of marketing innovation
and on the social and economic impacts of consumer engineering. The
notion of a broader cultural acceleration of marketing as an outgrowth
of “fast capitalism” stands at the center of Gary Cross’ chapter. Taking the
example of fashion goods and the music industry, Cross stresses that the
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phonograph and music records reflected an early acceleration of the process of
commodification, creating shorter product life cycles, rising expectations for
novelty among consumers, as well as the creation of a specific “teenage cul-
ture” in the United States. He notes that many of the themes of consumer
engineering—from novelty and social segmentation to continuous improvement
and ideas of obsolescence—had already emerged in American consumer culture
by the early twentieth century. Arguing from the perspective of a social and cul-
tural historian, he emphasizes the costs and benefits involved for consumers.

Andrew Godley and Keith Heron’s chapter, by contrast, notes the costs for
businesses and entrepreneurs involved in market-making innovations. Using
institutional economics and transaction cost theory, Godley and Heron stress
the importance of interaction between companies, marketing professionals,
and the consumer. Marketing communication, they argue, was essential in
forging relationships of trust to overcome information asymmetries between
the two parties of producer and consumer. Without market making, that is,
without articulating what a given product innovation could do for the con-
sumer, potential markets could—and often did—easily fail. In this sense, pro-
active marketing was integral for innovation, with advantages not only for
businesses but also for consumers, who stood to benefit from innovation.
Overall, the first section of this book underscores that marketing innovation
was both a precondition for and a consequence of the dynamics of acceler-
ated consumer capitalism. While this process saw a clear intensification in
mid-twentieth-century America, it was part of a longer trajectory of consumer
capitalism since the late nineteenth century.

CONSUMER ENGINEERS AND TRANSATLANTIC EXCHANGES
AT MID-CENTURY

These changes in marketing and consumption were not just an American
phenomenon. A new group of professional marketing experts was emerging
on both sides of the Atlantic during the interwar years. The chapters in the
second section of this book provide examples of individual consumer engi-
neers and explore their respective roles in transatlantic exchanges. Their
careers reveal a variety of professional self-perceptions, ranging from the
aesthetic pioneer who created consumerist dreamscapes to designers who
understood themselves as interpreters of consumer preferences to the rational
expert who sought to turn sales and consumption into a science.

Taking the case of Victor Gruen, a Jewish architect and designer with a
background in the socialist milieu of Vienna, Joseph Malherek provides an
example of the influence of European émigrés on the conception of new
places of consumption in mid-century America. Gruen promoted the idea
of “engineering” the shopping experience, and he imagined shopping malls
both as places set aside purely for consumption and as communal spaces
for newly built suburbs. Here, consumer engineering entailed creating new
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physical spaces and environments for consumption. Bernard Gallagher’s
chapter focuses on the émigré Walter Landor, from Germany, a packaging
designer who worked for large American corporations in industries rang-
ing from food and beverages to airlines and financial institutions. Landor’s
work, Gallagher argues, hinged on the integration of systematic consumer
research in his design work. His firm exemplified the growing importance
of corporate image and product personality in mid-century marketing, con-
necting consumers to a brand. Responding to the rise of supermarkets and an
increasingly visual consumer culture, Landor’s packaging and graphic designs
accentuated the fine line between integrating consumer tastes and prefer-
ences, on the one hand, and creating emotional appeals that guide and direct
our buying behavior, on the other.

Despite their emphasis on aesthetics and emotions, retail architects such as
Gruen and packaging engineers such as Landor saw marketing and design as
efforts to make consumer behavior more predictable and “rational,” a need
that had resonated on both sides of the Atlantic since the interwar years. Uwe
Spiekermann’s chapter stresses the importance of business journals such as
the German Verkawufspraxis for increasingly transnational connections in mar-
keting. Such trade journals frequently propagated “American” methods of
rationalization in production and sales. At the same time, though, American
ideas were significantly transformed and adapted to German business prac-
tices. In light of such observations, we need to refrain from overly general-
izing narratives of consumer engineering as “Americanization.” In different
forms, then, trends toward rationalization in distribution and more systematic
marketing could be found in Europe as well as in the United States during the
interwar period.

THE CoMrANY LEVEL: CHANGING MARKETING PRACTICES
IN PoSTWAR EUROPE

Shifting the focus from individual marketing experts to corporate marketing
practices in postwar Europe more broadly, the next three chapters illustrate
the vibrant and multidirectional transatlantic exchanges that shaped the field
of marketing. European companies employed many of the same marketing
techniques long associated with “American-style” consumer engineering. The
section begins with a contribution by Sabine Effosse on the widespread intro-
duction of consumer credit in France after World War II. Price marketing and
sales financing became important to fostering demand in postwar France as
well. Here, the electronics sales financing company Cetelem was particularly
influential in popularizing credit as a marketing tool. Effosse’s chapter pays
especially close attention to marketing efforts directed at women, a previously
neglected target group among French credit experts.

To consumer engineers, then, creating markets entailed more than mere
advertising. Next to offering financial incentives, the development and styling
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of new products and brand images became crucial for the business success of
consumer goods producers. Even smaller, tradition-oriented German manu-
facturers, such as the shoe company Adidas, embraced new marketing tech-
niques and paid heed to transatlantic trends, as Thomas Turner shows. The
shoe manufacturer reacted to increasingly differentiated markets and in turn
accelerated this trend by widening the range and selection of shoes on offer
to include a variety of athletic and leisure shoes for numerous target groups.
Such targeted marketing was combined with lifestyle marketing by the
1970s, contributing to the transatlantic success of this German family firm.
Still, Turner argues, Adidas focused on technological innovation rather than
merely engineered styling. He emphasizes the role of the product as a com-
municative icon and central intermediary between consumers and business.
Far from being a story of straightforward consumer engineering, Adidas’ rise
from niche market to mainstream consumer product was about marketing
following broader trends in leisure culture, not the other way around.

Few industries relied on the professional tools of consumer engineering,
from market research to industrial design, as much as large automobile pro-
ducers. They repeatedly turned to new marketing strategies, especially when
faced with crisis situations. Ingo Kohler’s chapter discusses the emergence
of professional and scientific market research as a central force behind the
emergence of modern, consumer-oriented product strategies in the automo-
bile industry. He demonstrates that manufacturer competition in Germany
increased as markets reached saturation in the late 1950s and 1960s. This
prompted firms to engage in research on consumers to create brand loyalty.
However, the carmakers’ power to “engineer the consumer” also proved lim-
ited. As marketing attempted to appeal to an expanded notion of consumer
lifestyles, different strategies stressed both emotion and rationality in brands
and models. Similarly to Turner, Kohler emphasizes the transition toward a
strategy of marketing management by the early 1970s that was more sub-
dued in tone, but even more encompassing in its scientific approach—a sig-
nificant caesura in the development of modern marketing. At least in part,
we can argue, this shift in company marketing practice was also a response
to broader societal shifts in buying behavior and consumer attitudes. A plu-
ralization of consumer habits increased the uncertainty of corporate deci-
sion-making and called the confident claims of some consumer engineers into
question.

CREATING RATIONAL CONSUMERS? CONSUMER ENGINEERING
AND THE CONSUMER M OVEMENT

The ideas of consumer engineering were both challenged and advanced by
consumer movements, which had interwar roots but gained traction during
the 1960s. The conflicted relationship of consumer activists with ideas of con-
sumer engineering stands at the center of the final section. Taking examples
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from Sweden, West Germany, and Belgium, these chapters analyze the often
contradictory images of the consumer’s role in the marketplace that came
out of the emerging consumer advocacy movements. Empowering consum-
ers through knowledge or institutional frameworks was seen as one way to
protect them from the manipulative reach of “hidden persuaders.” Many
consumer activists, however, very much engaged in engineering consumer
behavior themselves, efforts with roots in the same reform agenda of quality,
rationalization, and efficiency that had given rise to consumer engineering in
the interwar period.

Social actors from the state and civil society brought their own ideas about
rational, engineered consumption to the table. In countries with relatively
strong traditions of consumer policy, their ideas could significantly influ-
ence mass marketing and mass production. Orsi Husz and Karin Carlsson’s
chapter analyzes the changing conception behind IKEA kitchens. They show
that the firm’s emphasis on functionality in its marketing and design was
not only a response to mass consumer capitalism in the United States but
was instead also influenced by social welfare policies rooted in the interwar
Swedish rationalization movement and ideas of progressive social engineer-
ing. The “classless IKEA kitchen” marketed globally since the 1970s can thus
be interpreted as the outcome of a sociopolitical and commercial vision—the
manifestation of a particularly Swedish form of consumer engineering.

This tension between embrace and rejection of new forms of mass mar-
keting extended well beyond the Scandinavian model of social capitalism.
Consumer movements elsewhere in Europe sought to curb the perceived
manipulation of consumer engineers while also pursuing their own strate-
gies to forge informed and rational consumers. Kevin Rick traces the rise of
German consumer advice centers (Verbraucherzentrale) in the 1950s and
their efforts to organize collective consumer action and to train consumers to
behave in an informed way, for example, by educating them on strategies for
comparison shopping. Established to promote growth by enabling individual,
rational choice, these government-sponsored centers exemplify the involve-
ment of states as actors in shaping consumption regimes and in influencing
consumer behavior.

In the book’s final chapter, Giselle Nath presents the example of two com-
peting Belgian consumer organizations—one liberal, the other social-dem-
ocratic—and their product testing efforts. She shows the importance of
consumer movements as a counterweight to corporate consumer engineering.
Although testing products was in many ways a rather technocratic process,
both consumer movements also became engaged in politics as they attempted
to “educate the consumer.” In their efforts to formulate their own ideas
about consumer interests, however, consumer organizations, too, pursued
strategies of consumer engineering.

* % %
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By the 1970s, at the end of the period under investigation in this volume,
a more differentiated conception of modern consumer societies on the part
of consumer goods companies converged with more complex understandings
of consumer psychology in the marketing profession to challenge overt con-
sumer engineering approaches. At the same time, state regulators and social
protest from the environmental to the consumers’ movement also contrib-
uted to the demise of an overly optimistic view of professional marketing’s
capacity to stimulate “insatiable demand.” Marketing management continued
to become more influential in subsequent decades, but the era of the con-
sumer engineers had passed, as Ingo Kohler shows. How do we account for
this shift? Did demand manipulation become less important as production
became more flexible and targeted?3? The empowered consumer as an active
participant in the marketing process certainly became the new prevailing fic-
tion of marketing thought. Yet, did the 1970s truly mark the end of manip-
ulative consumer engineering schemes or did they simply live on in different
guises? After all, some advertisers today still very much like to entertain the
idea that they have the power to shape the desires and actions of millions of
consumers, and some of their critics are similarly inclined to indulge such
fantasies.3! While the 1970s may have shattered high modernist optimism
for social engineering schemes and belief in the power of consumer experts,
the crises of that decade also encouraged a search for new marketing meth-
ods and, to recall Arens and Sheldon’s 1932 phrase, new “techniques for
prosperity.”

* % %
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CHAPTER 2

Professional Marketing as “Consumer
Engineering”? A Concept in Transatlantic
Perspective

Jan Logemann

In 1971, the German-American market researcher Alfred Politz, an early
pioneer of random sampling in consumer surveys, drafted a book-length man-
uscript on his experiences in the field of marketing titled “How to Produce
Consumers—Methods and Illusions.”! Over the course of his career, from the
1930s to the 1970s, Politz had seen the marketing profession in the United
States become a good deal more methodical. Yet this Berlin-trained physicist
turned marketing consultant scoffed at the pseudo-scientific veneer that many
marketing experts attached to their work by 1970. “The word ‘research,””
he wrote, “implies a sort of glamorous intellectual sophistication, and market-
ing research is a symbol of the modernity of the marketer. Marketing research
has become a status symbol, and as such it need not perform; it need only
exist.”? But despite such misgivings, Politz, too, firmly believed in the possi-
bilities of “scientific marketing,” which could increase “advertising efficiency,”
identify the “most important product properties for consumer appeal,” dis-
cover the “most efficient product design,” and craft an “image” for products
that created loyalty to brands in “daily consumption behavior.”3

To Politz, the key to marketing success was statistically sound consumer
research. He did not believe, however, that this research existed to actu-
ally find out “what the consumer wants.” Part of the problem, he thought,
was that “consumers do not know what they want and why they act.
If the uninfluenced opinions of consumers in the year 1800 had determined
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the development of lighting systems, we would have today merely vastly
improved kerosene lamps.... Consumers do not solve problems by answer-
ing questions. Research has to solve these questions....”* Experts in mar-
keting rather than consumers themselves, Politz believed, advanced
modern consumer society. Such attitudes make him a textbook case of a
“consumer engineer” (Fig. 2.1).

Politz> sentiments mirrored the thinking of many marketing experts
during the middle decades of the twentieth century. The field had become
more professional and methodical since the interwar years, and “consumer
engineering” and “scientific marketing” had emerged as concepts entail-
ing the systematic study of markets and consumers. Advertising agencies
expanded their use of consumer research, corporations established marketing
departments, and the number of specialized consumer research institutions
proliferated between the 1930s and the 1960s. Consumer engineering also
entailed merchandising in the sense of consumer-oriented product planning
and styling as well as sophisticated salesmanship utilizing persuasive advertis-
ing. Thus, consumer engineering foreshadowed modern marketing manage-
ment, yet it frequently retained an overtly manipulative bent. Consumers,
to be sure, were no longer simply an irrational mass to consumer engineers:
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Fig. 2.1 U.S. companies doing market research in 1947. By 1947, the majority
of large U.S. corporations had an organized research department or conducted mar-
ket research through line executives. At the same time, only a very limited number
of smaller companies engaged in market research activities [“M.R” in this graph].
Besides depicting these facts, this graph and the flow chart in Fig. 2.2 represent
artifacts from the professionalization process that fed consumer engineering. Source:
Heusner et al., “Marketing Research in American Industry 1,” Journal of Marketing
11 (1947): 341.



2 PROFESSIONAL MARKETING AS “CONSUMER ENGINEERING™ ... 23

Their actions and motivations could be understood and even predicted
with proper psychological or statistical methodology. Still, consumers were
seen as susceptible to the influences of artful advertising, creative design, and
business innovation. From the perspective of consumer engineers, consumers
were still passive recipients rather than active co-creators of a transforming
consumer culture. As such, their ideas challenge the very concept of con-
sumer agency, a concept most marketing scholars and historians of consump-
tion are very careful to emphasize today.?

To explore the concept of consumer engineering in historical perspective
means first and foremost to investigate the history of marketing research and
its role in consumer culture. When and why did marketing research become
an influential force in business management in the United States and Europe?
How did the profession and its self-understanding change to produce such
self-assured “consumer engineers” as Alfred Politz? By the 1930s, many mar-
keting experts came to think of themselves increasingly as akin to scientists
and engineers in their ability to predict, plan, and shape products, markets,
and ultimately consumer behavior. Who were these self-proclaimed “produc-
ers of consumers” and what was their background?

In this essay, I trace the rapid development of the marketing profession
since the 1930s, focusing especially on the field of market research, which
became central to attempts to establish “scientific marketing.” The claim to
scientific or engineering expertise became pervasive in marketing discourse
from the 1930s to the 1950s. Clearly intended to increase the legitimacy
and status of the profession, the scientization of marketing intensified its ties
to several academic fields. This trend in turn opened up career opportuni-
ties for academic refugees and other emigres from interwar Europe, including
Politz. T explore the resulting transatlantic and transnational dimension of
consumer engineering’s development in the final section of this chapter.

At first glance, the notion of consumer engineering appears linked to a
specific time and place: the United States, during the middle decades of the
twentieth century. Lizabeth Cohen has characterized the era as America’s
emerging “Consumer’s Republic,” and questions of consumption loomed
large from the New Deal era into the postwar political economy.” Increased
consumption seemingly pointed the way toward stable economic growth
and a more democratic and egalitarian future. Historians have uncovered
government policies and cultural changes favorable to the rise of consumer-
ism in American society.® Corporate marketing played an important part in
this story as well and not simply in the form of ubiquitous advertising.” The
mid-century expansion of marketing has had a tremendous impact on man-
agement strategy and business organization, which business historians have
only begun to explore.!® Consumer engineering entailed a much broader
social and economic vision, however, reaching well beyond the corporate
world. The movement’s protagonists saw themselves not merely as stewards
of corporate profits but as engineers of new forms of democratic affluence
and societal abundance.!! In this, they resembled their fellow technocrats in
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urban planning and other fields in which social engineering was employed in
pursuit of high modernity.!?

Critics of mid-century marketing techniques such as Vance Packard have
located the origins of consumer engineering primarily in corporate profit-
secking, which preyed on the social anxieties and vulnerability of consumers.!3
However, professional consumer engineers also shared the broader visions
of mid-century social engineering, and they can be seen as part of an effort to
methodically create well-functioning and prosperous societies. Such a perspective
allows us to recognize the rise of marketing as more than an American business
phenomenon. It was an aspect of transatlantic modernity. Since the Progressive
Era, social engineering could draw on a vibrant transatlantic discourse about the
ills of modern society and the solutions offered by planners, social scientists, and
various other experts.'* Consumer engineers of the interwar years did not just
pursue solutions to simple problems of sales management or product design.
Many had a much broader agenda, which in some cases even drew on the social
reform and design education movements in both Europe and the United States.

THE CONCEPT OF “CONSUMER ENGINEERING”
AND THE RISE OF “SCIENTIFIC MARKETING”

If consumer engineering was a phenomenon of transatlantic modernity, the
term itself was coined in Depression-era America. Earnest Elmo Calkins, a
prominent advertising man, characterized “consumption engineering” in
1930 as a new “business science” in which consumer research coupled with
consumer-oriented design innovations would create new demand through
“artificial obsolescence.”!® Two years later, employees of his agency’s
design department, Roy Sheldon and Egmont Arens, developed his ideas in
Consumer Engineering: A New Technique for Prosperity.'® This book encapsu-
lated many budding trends in the marketing field that would come to the fore
in subsequent decades.

“Consumer engineering,” Calkins explained in the introduction to the vol-
ume, “is shaping a product to fit more exactly consumers’ needs or tastes, but
in the widest sense it includes any plan which stimulates the consumption of
goods.”!” The emphasis on stimulation was a direct reaction to the end of the
seller’s market of the 1920s and to what Calkins identified as the problem of
“under-consumption” during the depression. More consumption, not reduced
production, would be the way out of the slump, and Calkins and his collabo-
rators called on business to “engineer a supply of consumers” by creating high-
wage employment, making sales-financing available, and by employing the
skills of a “new business science” that promised accelerated consumption.!8
A competitive buyer’s market with more discriminating consumers would require
the systematic efforts of marketing engineers, whose agenda the book detailed.

To Sheldon and Arens, the consumer engineer needed to heed calls for
consumer comfort and modernity in design, promoting an ongoing advance-
ment in material living conditions:
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His is a double job, not only to fit the product and the promotion to the exist-
ing market ... but to create new needs and stimulate consumption by every
possible means.... He plans for the future. Market research and information
regarding the consumer are his tools, and these tools he needs and will use in
the creation of new consumer acceptance. And the means that he uses them for
are the organization and promotion of obsolescence, or, as it has been called,
progressive waste...!?

The authors’ program consequently included efforts to introduce modern
design and fashion cycles into a wide variety of goods, from textiles to home
furnishings. They touted the achievements of new industrial designers in styl-
ing goods and in creating products suitable to the machine age.

Sheldon and Arens highlighted the importance of “measuring consumer
wants” and surveying markets. They also called for the practical application
of academic psychology to marketing problems. Such “humaneering,” or
the “general adoption in human affairs” of the scientific method, promised
to make the world a “much pleasanter place to live in,” one without further
economic slumps. More than simply advocating a sales agenda, Sheldon and
Arens envisioned broader changes as science began to “dominate the business
world.” Promising reconsideration of social problems which “but a few years
ago were only agitated by the Bolsheviks,” they exuded faith in “human tech-
nology to solve the human problem.”??

Few marketing experts at the time would have fully embraced this sweep-
ing version of “consumer engineering.” In fact, the term itself did not gain
wide currency nor was obsolescence openly adopted as a guiding principle
of product planning by most corporations. Still, the central elements of the
program outlined by Calkins, Sheldon, and Arens flourished in the follow-
ing decades: Both market research and industrial design saw a tremendous
increase in importance. As these two fields professionalized, the study of
applied consumer psychology likewise made significant strides in the sub-
sequent two decades. Indeed, the authors of “consumer engineering” were
hardly the only marketing professionals to anticipate a prosperous future in
the midst of depression. Some dreamed of a “new consumption era” in which
“more definitely and scientifically planned campaigns for the consumption
of goods” would revolutionize marketing practice and do away with out-
dated, “spasmodic efforts” of salesmanship and advertising.?! Others insisted
that “prosperity must be made the usual and commonplace” through market
analysis and the scientific study of marketing.??

Consequently, the practices of merchandising and scientific marketing
became more common in American companies. Merchandising, in the ter-
minology of the time, referred to a product planning process that took its
cues from customer expectations and desires. It entailed styling and package
design as well product portfolio management, all with an eye toward poten-
tial sales.?3 Scientific marketing, by contrast, aimed at a thorough profession-
alization of the marketing field and at the introduction of a well-defined and
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systematic methodology. American Marketing Association President Frank
Coutant observed in 1936 that “on bringing science into marketing, only a
start has been made. On marketing research, about two or three millions of
dollars a year are being spent.... It is only a drop in the bucket, of course,
compared with production research, but it shows that we are on our way to
greater efficiency and better profits in marketing.”?* At its core, the drive for
scientific marketing lay in the expansion of market and consumer research
and the routine application of such systematic knowledge to management
decision-making.

The origins of scientific marketing can be traced to at least the turn of the
twentieth century. Early calls for a marketing equivalent to the “scientific
management” movement optimizing production processes came from Walter
Dill Scott in his Theory of Advertising (1903) and the works of Arch W. Shaw
at Harvard Business School, who in 1911 established a Bureau for Business
Research.?> Marketing professionals and teachers began to organize in asso-
ciations around 1915, forerunners of the American Marketing Association,
which emerged in 1936.2¢ The practical application of a more systematic
approach to marketing was often pioneered by large national advertising
agencies. Already during the 1890s, N. W. Ayer & Son had begun to imple-
ment a program of campaign planning which by the 1920s included business
advice regarding the market position of products, sales organization, and
package design.?” The most prominent “full-service” agency of the interwar
years was J. Walter Thompson (JWT), which under the leadership of Stanley
Resor publicly embraced a “scientific” approach: “Advertising must be scien-
tifically prepared. Nothing must be taken for granted.”?® In 1921, the agency
hired the renowned behaviorist psychologist John Watson to study consumer
behavior for their campaigns.

As advertising agencies expanded their service portfolios, they increasingly
branched out into the fields of consumer design and market research. The
Calkins & Holden advertising agency built up a proactive design department,
and the firm collaborated with the famed industrial designer Walter Teague,
while their rivals at JWT worked with Norman Bel Geddes. Already during
the 1920s, a few industrial designers had begun to establish their own offices,
with Teague taking the lead in 1926 followed by other leading commercial
designers such as Geddes (1927), Henry Dreyfuss (1929), and French-born
Raymond Loewy (1929). Their design studios became widely influential dur-
ing the 1930s as independent consultants to American industry and as pio-
neers of the modernist streamlined style that characterized the decade.?® They
became the most prominent among the taste-makers of the mid-twentieth
century whose work helped to promote the patterns of the conscious product
styling and continuous design changes that the advocates of consumer engi-
neering had demanded. Visions of consumerist progress and abundance, once
confined to the design of retail interiors and department store windows, were
now “engineered” into the products themselves.
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This design trend dovetailed with developments in consumer and mar-
keting research. The beginnings of modern market research can be traced to
advertising research by ad agencies and media companies.3? Charles Parlin’s
Division of Commercial Research at the Curtis Publishing Company (pub-
lisher of the Saturday Evening Post and Ladies Home Journal) was a pioneer
in systematic market research for advertising customers at the beginning
of the twentieth century. By the 1920s, several large advertising agencies,
such as JWT, routinely engaged in market analysis and consumer research,
while national corporations such as Kraft, DuPont, and Procter & Gamble
employed the services of professional home economists to advance their
consumer research.3! Even more systematic market and consumer research
was offered by specialized research firms. James Cattell’s Psychological
Corporation offered psychologically informed consumer studies and a
“brand barometer” to corporations beginning in 1921.32 The A. C. Nielsen
Company (founded 1923) conducted household inventory panels and simi-
lar studies aimed at tracking changing consumer behavior. Others, including
George Gallop’s American Institute of Public Opinion (founded 1935) and
the firms of Archibald Crossley (1926) and Elmo Roper (1937), combined
public opinion polling with market studies.33

As a concept, market research was well established by the early 1930s. In
practice, however, it took another two decades for scientific marketing and
systematic consumer research to become widespread phenomena in American
industry. Initially, the crisis of the depression hit the marketing field too, with
companies closing market research departments. The significant increase in
demand for information on markets, competition, and consumers, however,
led to an increase in external market research through agencies and independ-
ent consultants.3* By the end of the decade, industry insiders claimed that
market research and the ability to forecast, plan, and organize on the basis
of data and figures had become virtually indispensable for companies of all
kinds.3> Still, market research and scientific management remained limited
primarily to larger firms in the consumer goods sector.

One classic example of early consumer engineering was in the automo-
bile industry, where the sleek streamlined body became dominant during the
1930s and 1940s, and where recurring model changes were part of a sys-
tematic effort to entice consumers.3® General Motors, already a pioneer of
segmented marketing in the 1920s, reacted to the depression by institution-
alizing its customer research efforts in the 1930s. A new department, led by
Henry Weaver, compiled customer feedback through rudimentary question-
naires on consumer preferences and buying habits. Not only were the results
utilized in the sales department and for direct mail advertising campaigns
but they also impacted product planning and body styling. Market research
activities were publicized to paint GM as especially responsive to consumer
concerns and desires.3” Another industry that pioneered systematic marketing
research was the film business. Motion picture studios, like other producers of
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“fashion goods,” had for a long time informally tracked changes in audience
taste and attempted to forecast the next big trend. By the 1930s and 1940s,
however, as production costs soared and planning became more long-term,
studios increasingly relied on empirical surveys and “scientific” audience
research provided by companies such as Gallup to tailor their products more
closely to shifting consumer demand (Fig. 2.2).38

Over the course of the 1930s and 1940s, systematic market research slowly
became a widespread practice. We can glean this trend from two empiri-
cal studies on the role of market research in American companies. The first,
a 1937 survey by the U.S. Department of Commerce, asked 550 compa-
nies about their market research activities. Over a third of the firms surveyed
stated that they were engaged in market surveys, but only 73 companies main-
tained their own market research departments. Over 40 percent of compa-
nies in the consumer goods sector employed market research.3® This picture
was confirmed by a study of nearly 5000 businesses conducted by the AMA’s
Committee on Marketing Research Activities during the mid-1940s. Here,
about 38 percent of surveyed firms stated they were engaged in market research
(46 percent among consumer goods producers). Size mattered, as not even
a quarter of small companies (with annual sales under $500,000) conducted
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research, while that share reached 72.5 percent with the largest firms in the
sample (those with annual sales of over $5 million). Especially large consumer
goods firms heeded the call for more systematic consumer surveys by market
research departments, which produced data not only to predict sales figures
and market potential but also to measure advertising effectiveness, develop
pricing, and merchandising strategies, not to mention contribute to packag-
ing and product development.*?

Market research increasingly gained influence on company decision-
making processes. Many companies, to be sure, had their research done by
“line executives” in departments such as sales. In cases where new research
departments were created, however, the majority reported to upper man-
agement. In the AMA study, more than half of the firms with such depart-
ments noted that their “head of marketing research” participated in
regular executive meetings or was actively involved in the company’s strate-
gic decision-making.#! Market rescarch informed departments from sales
and merchandising to finance and production. A majority of surveyed firms
accordingly expected to grow their own research activities or to employ more
outside services. At General Mills, for example, the outside advertising agency
was responsible primarily for advertising-related research from copy testing
to media analyses, but it was also involved in package design. For research
on the products, their market position, and their sales prospects, the com-
pany relied on its own sizable research department of twenty-four full-time
employees.*? Large advertising firms also expanded their research capabil-
ities. McCann-Erickson, for example, had created a Central Research and
Merchandising Department at its New York headquarters in 1946, for which
it hired several renowned marketing experts (including Viennese émigrés
Herta Herzog and Hans Zeisel). The department maintained a large library;
a research division (for market research, copy tests, and media studies); as
well as a merchandising division for the implementation of marketing strate-
gies, which offered advice on everything from sales and packaging to pricing.
Yet, the agency still “farmed out” specific tasks to specialized market research
companies, which would conduct large sophisticated surveys with the req-
uisite staff of trained interviewers and the tabulating capability of expensive
IBM machines.*3

By 1950, market research and scientific marketing had turned into a
complex field and lucrative business, especially for more prominent consumer
engineers with consulting businesses. To be sure, according to one (albeit
conservative) 1951 estimate, only some 8000 full-time market research
professionals were employed in all of U.S. industry. Market research was
concentrated in the consumer goods sector, while service sector companies
(public utilities and financial companies especially) hardly engaged in mar-
ket research at all.** Nevertheless, in marketing departments, ad agencies,
and independent firms, a new type of professional—trained in the methods
of psychology or statistics—had become a fixture in the world of American
business.
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A NEw KIND OF PROFESSIONAL: MARKETERS AS SCIENTISTS
AND SOCIAL ENGINEERS

Alfred Politz Research, Inc. (APR) was one of the most prominent of these
independent market research firms. The company prided itself in its ability
to understand the specific marketing problems of a particular business
and to employ statistically sound data gathering.*®> Through such meth-
ods, Politz claimed, he could forecast markets and “produce consumers.”*¢
He credited himself, for example, with providing predictive information lead-
ing to Coca-Cola’s decision to introduce larger bottle sizes in 1952 and cans
in 1954 (with subsequent sales increases). Product and product image were as
central as uncovering consumer motivations when it came to understanding
consumer behavior and promoting goods that consumers did not yet know
they desired.*” The success of corporate consumer marketing, the postwar
consumer engineers argued, depended on scientifically rigorous research con-
ducted by expert consumer researchers.

Alfred DPolitz exemplified a new generation of marketing experts,
professionals who viewed their field as an applied science rather than as a
practical art. Born in Berlin in 1903, Politz first came to the United States
in 1937. He initially found a job as research director with the polling firm
Elmo Roper by relying on his ties to the Parker Pen Company, which he had
already advised in Berlin. Afterward, he briefly worked for the advertising
firm Compton.*® In 1943, he launched his own advertising research busi-
ness, Alfred Politz Research, Inc. This firm included a media division (with
clients like Lzfe magazine), which studied media and advertising performance
(exposure rates, audience sizes) and a products and advertising division,
which advised in product development and marketing based on large surveys
of consumer behavior and motivations. Politz gained a reputation with his
sophisticated random sampling methodology, and his firm attracted numer-
ous corporate clients, including Mobile Oil (formerly Socony Vacuum), U.S.
Steel, Bristol Myers, DuPont, and Brown and Williamson.#* By the 1960s,
the independent research consulting firm on Madison Avenue had grown to
220 employees in the central office (85 of whom were highly trained profes-
sionals) and an additional 600 full-time field researchers.>?

Politz was well regarded for his “scientific” rigor and his persona as
a scientist turned marketing researcher. A 1977 article in the Journal of
Advertising Research counted him among the “Founding Fathers” of adver-
tising research in the United States.®! His reputation as an innovator rested
on several improvements to sampling techniques. Politz had introduced
“duration sampling” as a means to measure exposure rates of outdoor adver-
tising over a set period of time to gauge, for example, the effectiveness of
bus advertising. More importantly, during the 1940s he drew on work at the
Census Bureau to develop an alternative to the widely used practice of “quota
sampling.” This method, which aimed to approximate the overall popu-
lation in the relative composition of the sample, was flawed, Politz argued.
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A more statistically sound approach would be to draw on a large, rand-
omized sample within carefully selected geographic areas. The so-called
Politz plan was widely recognized as a new form of “area sampling” in com-
mercial research.’? Retelling his biography on various occasions during the
postwar years, Politz reliably emphasized his doctoral degree in physics from
the University of Berlin. Here, he claimed, he had studied with Max Planck
and Albert Einstein. He had minored in psychology and in later speeches
referred to the experimental Gestalt psychologist Max Wertheimer, another
later émigré with whom he had studied in Berlin until the early 1930s. Politz
was careful to associate himself with the natural sciences and with the logical
rigor of math, a subject he had also briefly taught. In one autobiographical
account, Politz joked that, upon arriving in New York, he looked for the pro-
fession that made “the most money with the least intelligence. The answer
was advertising.” And since his language skills were not yet good enough,
he went into advertising research, which fit with his scientific background.®3
In reality, however, his career in the United States was hardly a sharp depar-
ture from his prior work in 1930s Germany, where he had advised companies
on sales and advertising since the late 1920s.5*

Politz’s emphasis on science over experience was indicative of a larger
transformation in the marketing profession between the 1930s and the
1950s. Expert status was increasingly linked to a professional identity that
saw the market researcher on a par with scientists and engineers. While early
marketing men had learned their trade in the business world, in sales, retail-
ing, or advertising, by the early twentieth century, marketing experts came to
the field with decidedly academic backgrounds. Hugh Agnew, Paul Converse,
George Hotchkiss, Charles Parlin, Stanley Resor, Walter Dill Scott, and Arch
Shaw were trained in disciplines like economics and psychology. Later in life,
many of them took on university positions or published textbooks on scien-
tific marketing.>® Their work helped usher in a much broader professional-
ization process during the 1930s. The number of colleges and universities
offering training in marketing nearly doubled between 1930 and 1950, grow-
ing from 299 to 588, that is, at a much faster rate than higher education
overall and expanding also the breadth of specializations from advertising and
sales management to market research.>®

Increasingly, people employed in marketing thus came with specialized
training. The number of publications on specific aspects of marketing and
marketing research grew in similar fashion. A comprehensive 1951 bibliog-
raphy on American marketing research, for example, lists over 100 titles pub-
lished between 1930 and 1949, more than twice the number published in all
years leading up to 1930.57 The 1936 founding of the Journal of Marketing
as an academic periodical for the field, finally, gave perhaps the most signifi-
cant impetus for the further development of the field.>®

Within its pages, the marketing field saw a vigorous debate over the ques-
tion of how “scientific” marketing already was and to what degree it should
strive to fully emulate the natural sciences. Lyndon Brown’s 1937 handbook,
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Market Research and Analysis, devoted an entire chapter to the general con-
cept of the “scientific method” and its particular application in fields such as
psychology, sociology, or statistics. His aim was to familiarize the businessman
with the “rapid growth of scientific method in marketing” and to emphasize
the importance of logical and scientific methodology in market research.>®
Marketers proudly surveyed the growing body of knowledge in their field,
and by the early 1950s, many confidently characterized “marketing science”
as well on its way to becoming an independent area of scientific inquiry.%°

Indeed, market research was one of several marketing fields to make
significant methodological strides in the 1930s and 1940s. Consumer psy-
chology, especially the study of motivations and the dynamic development of
attitudes, also benefitted greatly from exchanges with academic psychology.
The simplistic behaviorist models of the 1920s were now augmented by new
approaches from social psychology, Gestalt psychology, as well as Freudian
concepts of subconscious desires.®! Survey research and especially statistical
sampling techniques underwent a similar revolution during these decades.
Panel studies emerged as a popular method to measure long-term trends in
consumer behavior and attitudes.%? Large survey institutes like Gallup and
Roper vastly improved the “quota sampling” approach, while others cham-
pioned randomized “area sampling.”®® As the field became more complex,
methodological controversies emerged that pitted, for example, quantitative
survey researchers against those who preferred the more qualitative methods
drawn from psychology. At the same time, especially enthusiastic champions
of “scientific marketing” anticipated a more unified “theory of marketing.”
In 1948, marketing experts Wroe Alderson and Reavis Cox argued that
a shared body of knowledge had accrued that made it possible to “estab-
lish truly scientific criteria for setting up hypotheses and selecting the facts
by means of which to test them.” As a science in its own right, the authors
felt, marketing offered a critique of classical economics by pursuing an
institutional analysis of the role of transactions and economic entities. Human
behavior, too, could be studied in market situations in collaboration with psy-
chology, sociology, and statistics to provide a better understanding of how
and why economic actors act.*

Others were more restrained in their assessment of marketing as a science.
Although both practitioners and academics interested in marketing “find the
time-worn theories of neoclassical economics to be unsatistying or downright
inapplicable,” a Boston University professor, Kenneth Hutchinson, surmised,
marketing was not a science: “it is rather an art or a practice, and as such
much more closely resembles engineering, medicine, and architecture....”
To Hutchinson and others like him, marketing was a practical science or a
profession that heavily drew on scientific methodology. “Engineers and physi-
cians are trained to approach their problems in this spirit of scientific inquiry;
marketing men are learning rapidly to follow their examples.”®® The analogy
to doctors and especially to engineers was a recurring theme in this debate.
“Most of us are so close to the area of engineering, that there is surely little
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need to labor the point,” noted Lyndon Brown, pointing to the successful
incorporation of an analytical approach with scientific experimentation into
the engineering profession as a model.®® Drawing on psychology, statistics,
the social sciences, or economics, “marketing engineering[,] which is in
reality human engineering, has the task of getting the right article into the
possession of the right individual at the right time and at the right price.”®”
Such a vision of marketing as a technical science fused the ideas of scientific
marketing and consumer engineering.

Claims of scientific expertise frequently opened doors in the business
world, as Politz’s case suggests. One consequence of the discourse regard-
ing “scientific marketing” was a close proximity between commercial mar-
keting and academic research around mid-century, with many marketing
experts pursuing careers that crossed the lines between business and aca-
demia.%® University research centers in survey and audience research, such as
those established by the émigré sociologist Paul Lazarsfeld in collaboration
with Princeton and Columbia Universities, could count on market studies
to support their budgets. Just like John Watson with JWT during the 1920s,
many university-trained psychologists found employment with corporations,
market research institutes, or ad agencies as staff members in newly created
marketing departments or as external consultants. Their scientific credentials
created high expectations among many businessmen, as the marketing pro-
fessor Edmund McGarry observed: “[businessmen] are prone to look upon
a scientific expert as one who has remarkable and mysterious powers of fore-
sight. He must be a prophet who can foretell, where profits are to come from.
He is expected to know the unknown, to foresee the unforesecable.”®® There
were some limits to the outsider status enjoyed by the “scientific” market-
ing expert, especially when academic culture collided with business culture.
The innovations of scientific marketing were occasionally met with disdain
by middle management in the sales department, where they could appear as
an unwelcome departure from business as usual. Market researchers, further-
more, who spent too little time getting to know existing business practice,
who came across as overly scientific and technical, or who needlessly “belab-
ored the techniques” and presented “riddles instead of results” could have a
difficult time getting heard by management.”? Perfection in sampling meth-
ods, Henry Bund of the Research Institute of America observed, dramatically
increased costs. Moreover, “scientific and pseudo-scientific mumbo-jumbo”
was likely to scare new clients and corporate executives away rather than
attract them.”! Politz therefore insisted that marketing consultants needed to
thoroughly research the economic challenges faced by each individual com-
pany and to provide concrete answers to relevant questions in a language that
management could understand: “Research is finished when the interpretative
predictions are finished, ready for the use of management.””? Consumer engi-
neers, so the promise, would use scientific methods to offer practical solutions
to marketing problems.
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Overall, the persona of the marketing expert as scientist proved advanta-
geous for marketing professionals at mid-century. As their success continued
in the postwar years, consumer engineering and scientific marketing were no
longer simply tied to overcoming the depression of the 1930s. Instead, these
movements culminated in the postwar years of abundance with efforts to con-
tinuously expand material consumption to previously unknown levels. The
Populuxe design style of the 1950s now almost openly embraced the con-
cept of obsolescence with an ever-changing array of color changes and annu-
ally updated styling features for automobiles, refrigerators, and a plethora of
other consumer goods.”® Consumer research and psychology, too, witnessed
a boom in the postwar years with new approaches such as psychoanalytical
motivation research.”* This enthusiasm for consumer engineering drew on a
broader anticipation of boundless prosperity during this era of high moder-
nity and on a widespread belief in the near unlimited potential of science and
engineering to improve the condition of humankind in general and consum-
ers in particular. Consumer engineers saw themselves as experts at the fore-
front of engineering a modern consumer society of democratic abundance
and individual happiness.”3

NO AMERICAN EXCEPTIONALISM: TRANSATLANTIC
CAREERS OF CONSUMER ENGINEERS

To many outside the United States, the promises of consumer engineering and
of modern, professional marketing based on scientific methodologies embodied
the American Dream of material abundance. The widespread notion of postwar
European societies’ so-called Americanization, described by contemporaries
and historians alike, has frequently been tied to changes in the production, dis-
tribution, and consumption of goods after World War I1.7® Not surprisingly,
American consumer engineers were eager to get involved with the European
economic recovery in the 1950s. Ernest Dichter, like Politz, another European
émigré who had established himself as an independent market researcher,
urged American companies to tend to the “unsatisfied needs of Europe
today.””” Dichter observed trends and lingering differences in consumer habits:
Europeans “would like to have as substantial [a] breakfast as Americans,” he
noted by way of example in an essay for the trade journal Business Abroad, but
they had not yet been “stimulated enough” to spend on cereals or pancakes
and waffle mixes. The market researcher made similar observations regarding
furniture and other goods, but stressed that Europeans still tended to hold on
to goods for too long. They were only now on the “verge of accepting the con-
cept of obsolescence.” To overcome traditional notions concerning the immo-
rality of waste, Dichter felt that U.S. firms could succeed by promoting “the
idea of rejuvenation and replacement—to sell the American concepts of mod-
ernization, disposable products, and ‘trade-ins.”””8 If only properly analyzed by
consumer studies and eftectively guided by advertising, Europeans, too, could
experience the joys of the modern consumer cornucopia.
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It would be far too simple, however, to understand postwar Europe’s
embrace of mass consumption as solely the consequence of American influ-
ences on marketing techniques.”? Instead, interwar Europe had seen its
own developments in marketing, design, and consumer psychology. These
trends, moreover, had influenced the emergence of modern marketing in
the United States in ways that make it difficult to view the consumer engineer-
ing practiced by Politz or Dichter as entirely “foreign” to postwar European
marketing. Advertising in German-speaking Central Europe, for example,
became increasingly organized and professionalized during the 1920s and
carly 1930s.39 American agencies such as JWT and McCann had entered
the German market and offered advertising pretests and market analyses.3!
While many German admen rejected such systematic approaches to their
profession, emphasizing instead intuition and artistic genius, an emerging
trend toward more scientific marketing can be discerned in interwar Europe
as well. Marketing guru Hans Domizlaft pioneered branding efforts in the
tobacco industry, working with elaborate segmentations of price and qual-
ity; Domizlaff understood brand marketing as a “social technology” cen-
tral to modern economies.3? Advertising research and ad reception studies
became established at German universities, while at Vienna’s university
the Wirtschaftspsychologische Forschungsstelle was set up in 1930 as a center
for market studies and consumer motivation research.’3 Founded by Paul
Lazarsfeld, this last institution was soon conducting sophisticated market sur-
veys for companies from various German-speaking countries. In Germany,
the Nuremberg Institut fiir Wirtschaftsbeobachtung became an institutional
center for marketing studies, which by the 1930s was succeeded by the
Gesellschaft fiir Konsumforschung (GfK).8* The GfK would play a central role
in the German consumer economy under National Socialism and, after the
war, emerged as one of Europe’s premier market research operations.®®> The
Scandinavian countries, France, the Netherlands, and especially Great Britain
also had histories of market research dating back to the 1920s and 1930s, his-
tories which informed their postwar marketing development.36

While several actors involved with the GfK embraced economic liber-
alism, other early European market researchers came from a more radical
background. Lazarsfeld’s survey research center in Vienna, for example, was
influenced by Viennese social reform movements, and several of Britain’s
leading market researchers of the interwar years were heavily involved
in social progressivism and social planning movements.8” The foremost
designers in interwar Europe evinced similar links to social reform tradi-
tions. Product designers in the German Werkbund movement, for example,
sought to standardize household goods and create furniture and appliances
for model working-class housing projects. At the same time, the famous
Bauhaus school created a radical design curriculum that stressed a strictly
functionalist modernism but also strove to introduce notions of “good form”
into mass production. While many Bauhaus designs initially targeted upscale
market segments, the school was not averse to commercial applications and



36  J. LOGEMANN

ultimately aimed to provide designs for affordable mass-market products.®®
The postwar international style and the design modernism of many con-
sumer-engineered American goods were thus not at all foreign to European
consumers. Alongside postwar transfers from the United States were
indigenous European marketing traditions, which postwar Europeans could
connect with.

These interwar trends in Europe, moreover, left their mark on the very
emergence of consumer engineering in North America. In fact, in their 1932
treatise on consumer engineering, Sheldon and Arens repeatedly looked
to Europe for examples of innovation and inspiration. If America was the
land of resource abundance and a burgeoning consumer industry, Europe
was still the continent to which Americans turned for trends in fashion and
style. Interwar European centers such as Paris, Vienna, and Berlin still rep-
resented the vanguard of modernity to these proponents of consumer engi-
neering, especially with regard to artistic design and academic research.
Sheldon and Arens’s treatment of the style experiments of “Professor [Franz]
Kruckenberg’s” streamlined “dero-express” and the color and design var-
iations for luxury trains proposed by “Professor Joseph Hoffmann” of the
Wiener Werkstitten was almost deferential 8 They introduced Kem Weber,
a German immigrant designer who had studied under Werkbund co-founder
Bruno Paul, as exemplary for a new generation of designers who had eman-
cipated themselves from traditional craftsmanship in order to devise forms
appropriate to the machine age and mass production.”® With regard to psy-
chology, the authors of Consumer Engineering listed Carl Jung, Sigmund
Freud, and Alfred Adler as examples of a “new psychology” from Europe,
which they thought might inspire future advertising research and related
efforts in “Humaneering.”!

This American infatuation with European design and thought led to
a vibrant transatlantic exchange in design and consumer research dur-
ing the 1930s.22 A significant number of European artists and schol-
ars established careers in American marketing after they had to flee Nazi
rule in Europe because of their Jewish background or political leanings.
One prominent example was the group around Paul Lazarsfeld’s Vienna
Wirtschaftspsychologische ~ Forschungsstelle. Lazarsteld’s work on consumer
motivations was received with much interest in the United States, and he
pursued a stellar career in social, media, and market research in the dec-
ades following his emigration.”® His background in Viennese psychol-
ogy opened doors for him on the American scene because, as American
market researcher Alexis Sommaripa observed in 1934, “Vienna [is] the
present center of the science of psychology [and] has developed very impor-
tant methods of analysis as applied to consumer needs.”* Lazarsfeld’s
“Vienna school” of market research gained influence in the American pro-
fession over the coming decades and included such prominent figures as
Herta Herzog (McCann-Erickson) and the already mentioned Ernest
Dichter.”> European modernist designers were met with similar enthusiasm
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by some leaders of American industry. The Chicago Association for Arts
and Industries, for example, whose members included Marshall Fields,
Harold McCormick, and Harold Swift, set out during the late 1930s to
find a Bauhaus artist to open a new and decidedly modernist design school.
While their eventual hire, the photo-artist Lazlo Moholy-Nagy, would have
a conflicted history with the Chicago business community, the American
Bauhaus he established influenced the growing design profession in the
United States at a time when consumer engineering and modernist design
were at their peak.”¢

Postwar Europe was therefore hardly virgin territory for many elements of
the consumer engineering concept. To be sure, American advertising agen-
cies now exerted a modernizing force across the continent more strongly than
ever before. In Germany and elsewhere in Europe, subsidiaries of the U.S.
agencies offered a “full service” model of marketing consulting and set the
standard for professional and scientific conduct in advertising.”” But returning
émigrés such as Dichter were also intent on modernizing European market-
ing. Dichter influenced European developments through the consulting work
that his New York-based firm did for companies and institutions, playing on
his expertise as an American expert of modern marketing methods, albeit one
with European roots. With regard to American clients, Dichter positioned
himself even more directly as a transatlantic translator and cultural broker. In
numerous commissioned studies and articles published in trade journals such
as Business Abroad, he gave advice to American businesses seeking to enter
European markets. He alerted them to the necessity of understanding local
conditions, which market research could help them account for.

Former émigrés like Dichter frequently invoked their transatlantic exper-
tise and emphasized their background as migrants between the continents. In
advertising his motivation research studies to American companies, Dichter
carefully pointed out that he was an expert in marketing because of his pro-
fession and degree and an expert in Europe because of his migration expe-
rience. “[ Europeans] accept me and probably many others; in my particular
case because I can combine European answers with American know-how....
I do speak their languages and they will sort of hug me and say, “Well, you’re
really one of us.””?® His background became a prominent asset in his market-
ing career, leading him to reflect on the irony of his immigrant status: “isn’t it
funny that most of the marketing people that really made good in the States,
quite a number of them happen to be people from Vienna or Germany [and]
went to college there ... Alfred Politz, Professor Lazarsfeld, Ernest Dichter ...
[They] have come back to you as American experts but whom are you kid-
ding?” Without European experts, America would not have had modern
marketing in the same form; however, Dichter noted, he could only have suc-
ceeded in the United States.” From there, he and others were able to “re-im-
port” modern marketing after the war in the guise of consumer engineering,
developed in part from marketing traditions that had been shaped between
Europe and the United States during the 1930s and 1940s.100
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These transnational exchanges in consumer research and design show that
consumer engineering and scientific marketing were hardly foreign elements
of a perceived Americanization process in postwar Europe. The eventual cri-
tique of consumer engineering had a similarly transnational character by
the late 1950s and early 1960s. Vance Packard’s attacks on overt consumer
manipulation (The Hidden Persuaders, 1957) and “planned obsolescence”
(The Waste Makers, 1960), for example, were widely disseminated and dis-
cussed on both sides of the Atlantic.!%! They contributed to an increasingly
skeptical public perception of consumer marketing efforts. Critics of mass
consumption on the political left increasingly focused on the same aspects of
consumer psychology that the consumer engineers had championed. What
to marketing experts like Dichter and Politz had been the satisfaction of
legitimate and quasi-natural desires was to critics such as Erich Fromm and
Herbert Marcuse now merely the satisfaction of artificially stimulated fantasies
in one-dimensional personalities bent on materialistic consumption. Many of
the critics drew on notions of cultural manipulation in mass media and society
developed by Theodor Adorno and other members of the Frankfurt School,
whose transatlantic careers were closely interwoven with those of consumer
engineers such as Paul Lazarsfeld.!9?

The very premise of what Sheldon and Arens had called “humaneering”
thus came under public scrutiny.!%® Concerns about consumer manipulation
were picked up by the consumer movement of the 1960s and became coupled
with a growing environmentalist awareness of the “limits of growth” by the
early 1970s. Occasionally, consumers on a grassroots level even began to rebel
against the world of goods proposed by self-proclaimed marketing experts.!04
The idea of engineered prosperity, which had propelled marketing develop-
ments from the 1930s to the 1950s, stood on increasingly shaky ground.

Despite such critiques, marketing did not become less important to the
consumer goods industry. On the contrary, the marketing field became even
more specialized and professionalized during the 1960s and 1970s, increas-
ingly relying on quantitative, more data-driven approaches. Market segmen-
tation gained in importance, as marketers broke down the consuming mass
to target specific groups. Consumer psychology, too, attained a new level of
sophistication, when the field turned to more cognitive approaches.!%> As the
scientific marketing profession matured, however, its practitioners became
somewhat less grandiose in their promises and instead provided the necessary
knowledge to selectively target specific consumer segments. As Ingo Kohler
suggests in his contribution to this volume, companies increasingly made
marketing central to their management practice by actively integrating mar-
keting research and consumer feedback into their overall corporate strategies.
In part as a reaction to the critiques leveled by the consumer and environ-
mental movements, the self-understanding of marketing professionals shifted
from one of consumption experts engaged in the unapologetic “engineering”
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of consumers and markets to that of more modest interpreters of consumer
wishes for corporations aiming to serve them.

Did scientific marketers as consumer engineers in the end simply serve
idealized consumers as the ultimate arbiters of mass consumption? Such an
interpretation, of course, was in part merely a reincarnation of the ideology of
service-oriented consumer capitalism, which regained popularity during the
latter part of the twentieth century. In part, however, it was also rooted in
a changing understanding of mass communication and of the role of exper-
tise in society. At mid-century, public relations gurus such as Edward Bernays
were fully convinced that consumers and the public at large depended on
technocrats of various guises and could be influenced and manipulated almost
at will by advertisers and marketing experts employing an array of modern
media. Such “engineering of consent” by expert “technicians,” according
to Bernays, was “the application of scientific principles and tried practices to
the task of getting people to support ideas and programs.”1%® In the post-
war decades, however, communications experts—including such pioneers of
consumer psychology as Paul Lazarsfeld—came to view persuasive commu-
nication as a more complex process taking place in a dynamic social field and
requiring the active participation of “opinion leaders” and audience mem-
bers. The type of mass communication on which modern marketing relied
appeared less and less as a one-way street and more like a complex process
over which consumer engineers could only exert limited control. And while
it surely never fully disappeared, the notion that the expert designer, expert
engineer, or expert marketer actually knew better than the consumer what the
consumer desired fell out of favor, whereas the notion of consumer agency
gained traction. While consumer engineering accelerated the trend toward
scientific marketing and modern marketing management, its overtly manip-
ulative bent could ultimately not be squared with the ideal of informed and
sovereign consumers.

NOTES

1. Alfred Politz, “A. P. Book (Draft #1),” December 22, 1971, Politz Papers,
St. Johns University, box 1, folder 3.

2. Ibid., 5-6.

3. Ibid,, 6.

4. Alfred Politz, “Creative Market and Opinion Research,” Address before
Boston Conference on Distribution, October 21, 1952, Politz Papers,
St. Johns University, box 3, folder 9.

5. For a discussion of agency in consumer history, see David Steigerwald,
“All Hail to the Republic of Choice: Consumer History as Contemporary
Thought,” Journal of American History 93 (2006): 385—403.

6. See Jan Logemann, “European Imports? European Immigrants and the
Transformation of American Consumer Culture from the 1920s to the
1960s,” Bulletin of the German Historical Institute 52 (2013): 113-33.



40

J. LOGEMANN

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.

25.

. Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumers’ Republic: The Politics of Mass Consumption in

Postwar America (New York, 2003).

. See, for example, Meg Jacobs, Pocketbook Politics: Economic Citizenship in

Twentieth- Century America (Princeton, NJ, 2005); and Gary Cross, An All-
Consuming Century: Why Commercialism Won in Modern America (New
York, NY, 2000).

. A still classic treatment: Roland Marchand, Advertising the American Dream:

Making Way for Modernity, 1920-1940 (Berkeley, CA, 1985).

Richard Tedlow, New and Improved: The Story of Mass Marketing in America
(New York, 1990); Roy Church and Andrew Godley, eds., The Emergence of
Modern Marketing (London, 2003); and Hartmut Berghoff, Philip Scranton,
and Uwe Spickermann, eds., The Rise of Marketing and Mavket Research
(New York, NY, 2012).

See Daniel Horowitz, “The Emigré as Celebrant of American Consumer
Culture,” in Getting and Spending, ed. Susan Strasser (Cambridge, UK,
1999), 149-66.

On the notion of high modernity, see James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State:
How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed (New
Haven, CT, 1998). On social engineering, see Kerstin Briickweh et al., eds.,
Engineering Society: The Role of the Human and Social Sciences in Modern
Societies, 1880-1980 (Basingstoke, 2012).

Vance Packard, The Hidden Persuaders (New York, NY, 1957); and Vance
Packard, The Waste Makers (New York, NY, 1960).

See Daniel Rodgers, Atlantic Crossings Social Politics in a Progressive Age
(Cambridge, MA, 1998).

Elmo Calkins, “The New Consumption Engineer and the Artist,” 1930, cited
in Jeffrey Meikle, Twentieth Century Limited: Industrial Design in America,
1925-1939 (Philadelphia, PA, 1979), 70.

Roy Sheldon and Egmont Arens, Consumer Engineering: A New Technique of
Prosperity (New York, NY, 1932).

Ibid., 1.

Ibid., 11-13.

Ibid., 55-56.

Ibid., 95-96.

Herbert Hess, “The New Consumption Era,” American Marketing Journal
1(1935): 16-25.

Myron Heidingsfield and Albert Blankenship, Market and Marketing Analysis
(New York, NY, 1947), 3.

See Kazuo Usui, The Development of Mavketing Management: The Case of the
USA, ¢. 1910-1940 (Farnham, UK, 2008), Chapter 4.

Frank Coutant, “Scientific Marketing Makes Progress,” Journal of Marvketing
1 (1937): 226-30, here 230.

See Peggy Kreshel, “Advertising Research in the Pre-Depression Years:
A Cultural History,” Journal of Curvent Issues and Research in Advertising
15 (1993): 59-75; and Douglas Ward, “Capitalism, Early Market Research,
and the Creation of the American Consumer,” Journal of Historical Research
in Marketing 1 (2009): 200-23. On “scientific marketing,” see esp. Usui,
Development of Marketing Management, Chap. 3.



26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

2 PROFESSIONAL MARKETING AS “CONSUMER ENGINEERING”? ... 41

On the carly development of the profession, see Wilford White, “The
Teaching of Marketing...,” National Marketing Review 1 (1935): 1-8. See
also D. G. Brian Jones, “A History of Historical Research in Marketing,”
in Marketing Theory, ed. Michael J. Baker and Michael Saren (London,
2011), 51-80.

Ralph Hower, The History of an Advertising Agency: N. W. Ayer & Son at
Work 1869-1939 (Cambridge, MA, 1939), 254-78. On the development of
the advertising industry as an institution fostering demand during this era,
see also Charles McGovern, Sold American: Consumption and Citizenship,
1890-1945 (Chapel Hill, NC, 2006).

Sam Meek, “New Client Presentation,” 1928, JWT Archives, cited in Kreshel,
“Advertising Research,” 66.

On the role of design offices during the 1920s and 1930s, see Meikle,
Twentieth Century Limited.

See, for example, Lawrence Lockley, “Notes on the History of Marketing
Research,” Journal of Marketing 14 (1950): 733-36.

See Carolyn Goldstein, Creating Consumers: Home Economists in Twentieth-
Century America (Chapel Hill, NC, 2012), Chap. 5.

Henry Link and Irving Lorge, “The Psychological Sales Barometer,”
Huarvard Business Review 14 (1935): 193-204.

With regard to consumer research before and during the Great Depression,
see Sarah Igo, The Averaged American: Surveys, Citizens, and the Making
of & Mass Public (Cambridge, MA, 2007); as well as Daniel Robinson, The
Measure of Democracy: Polling, Market Research and Public Life, 1930-1945
(Toronto, 1999), 15-18, 39-63.

On the impact of the depression, see Howard Hovde, “Recent Trends in the
Development of Market Research,” American Marketing Journal 3 (1936):
3-19.

Willard E. Freeland, “Scientific Management in Marketing,” Journal of
Marketing 4 (1940): 31-38.

David Gartman, Awuto Opium: A Social History of American Automobile
Design (London, UK, 1994).

Roland Marchand, “Customer Research as Public Relations: General Motors
in the 1930s,” in Getting and Spending, ed. Strasser et al., 85-109.

Gerben Bakker, “Building Knowledge About the Consumer: The Emergence
of Market Research in the Motion Picture Industry,” Business History 45
(2003): 101-27. On the increasingly systematic forecasting in various
“Fashion goods” industries, see Regina Blaszczyk, Imagining Consumers:
Design and Innovation from Wedgewood to Corning (Baltimore, MD, 2000);
and Veronique Pouillard, “The Rise of Fashion Forecasting and Fashion
Public Relations, 1920-1940: The History of Tobe and Bernays,” in
Globalizing Beauty: Consumerism and Body Aesthetics in the Twentieth Century,
ed. Hartmut Berghoff and Thomas Kiithne (New York, 2012), 151-69.

Elma S. Moulton, Marketing Research Activities of Manufacturers
(Washington, DC: U.S. Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce, 1939).
The study was conducted in cooperation with the American Marketing
Association, with Frank Coutant, Alexis Sommaripa, Ferdinand Wheeler, and
Paul Converse, among others, on the advisory committee.



42

J. LOGEMANN

40.

4]1.
42.

43.

44.

45.

46.

47.

48.

49.

50.

51.

52.

53.

54.
55.

56.

Heusner etal., “Marketing Research in American Industry 1,” Journal of
Marketing, no. 11 (1947): 338-54; and Heusner et al., “Marketing Research
in American Industry I1,” Jowrnal of Marketing, no. 12 (1947): 25-37.
The study was conducted in cooperation with the National Association of
Manufacturers. Its members were sent surveys, of which 4786 usable forms
(36% of those sent out) were returned.

Heusner et al., “Marketing Research in American Industry 1,” 348-52.
Gordon Hughes, “The Relationship of Advertiser and Agency in Research,”
Journal of Marketing 14 (1950): 579-80.

Steuart Henderson Britt, “Research and Merchandising in a Modern
Advertising Agency,” Journal of Marketing 13 (1949): 506-10.

Donald Longman, “The Status of Marketing Research,” Journal of Marketing
16 (1951): 197-201. The role of market research in product planning or sales
was not yet universally accepted, Longman complained, and business manag-
ers frequently did not champion a “scientific attitude” toward marketing.
Alfred Politz and Edward Deming, “On the Necessity to Present Consumer
Preferences as Predictions,” Journal of Marketing 18 (1953): 1-5.

The draft of his unfinished autobiography bore the title “How to Produce
Consumers—Methods and Illusions.” See “A. P. Book (Draft #1),”
December 22, 1971, Politz Papers, St. Johns University, box 1, folder 3.
Ibid., chapter entitled “Product, the Majesty.” Politz, however, warned
against emphasizing only “image” in advertising while losing sight of the
product. For all his focus on understanding consumers, he still remained par-
tially wedded to a product-centered approach to marketing.

Alfred Politz, “Highlights of My Biography,” April 23, 1982, Politz Papers,
St. Johns University, box 1, folder 1.

In 1945, the advertising trade publication TIDE ran an in-depth article on
the “revolutionary,” yet expensive Politz method of random sampling. See
“Politz Plan,” TIDE, June 15, 1945, reprinted in Hardy, ed., Politz Papers.
On his client list, see “Some Highlights of Achievements,” December 1,
1960, Politz Papers, St. Johns University, box 2, folder 2.

See “Alfred Politz Research Inc.” [¢. 1964 ], and Jane Elligett, “Alfred Politz
Research Inc.,” August 16, 1982, Politz Papers, St. Johns University, box 2,
folder 1.

Advertising Research Foundation, “The Founding Fathers of Advertising
Research,” reprinted from Journal of Advertising Research (June 1977), in
Paul F. Lazarsfeld Archive, University of Vienna, folder “About PFL 2” (blue
series).

See, for example, Robert J. Williams, “Recollections of Alfred Politz, Aug.—
Sept. 1982,” PP St. Johns, box 1, folder 2.

A. P, “Highlights of My Biography,” April 23, 1982, Politz Papers, St. Johns
University, box 1, folder 1.

“Resume,” March 7, 1940, Politz Papers, St. Johns University, box 1, folder 1.
See John Wright and Parks Dimsdale, Pioneers in Marketing (Atlanta, GA,
1974).

Harold Hardy, “Collegiate Marketing Education Since 1930,” Journal of
Marketing 19 (1955): 325-30.



57.

58.

59.
60.

61.

62.

63.
64.
65.
66.
67.
68.
69.
70.
71.
72.
73.

74.

75.

76.

2 PROFESSIONAL MARKETING AS “CONSUMER ENGINEERING”? ... 43

David Revzan, A Comprebensive Classified Marketing Bibliography (Berkeley,
CA, 1951), 76-83.

The American Marketing Journal (est. 1934) and the National Marketing
Review (est. 1935) merged in 1936 to become the Journal of Marketing.
Lyndon Brown, Market Research and Analysis (New York, NY, 1935), v and 4.
Paul Converse, “The Development of the Science of Marketing: An
Exploratory Survey,” Journal of Marketing 10 (1945): 14-23; or Robert
Bartels, “Can Marketing be a Science?” Jowrnal of Marketing 15 (1952):
319-28.

See, for example, Albert Blankenship, “Psychological Difficulties in Measuring
Consumer Preference,” Journal of Marketing 6 (1942): 66-75, which
emphasizes the influence of Paul Lazarsfeld on consumer motivation
research. See also Ferdinand Wheeler, “New Methods and Results in Market
Research,” American Marketing Journal2 (1935): 35-39.

Thomas Stonborough, “Fixed Panels in Consumer Research,” Journal
of Marketing 7 (1942): 129-38; and Alfred Root and Alfred Welch, “The
Continuing Consumer Study: A Basic Method for the Engineering of
Advertising,” Journal of Marketing 7 (1942): 3-21.

Ralph Cassady, “Statistical Sampling Techniques and Marketing Research,”
Journal of Marketing 9 (1945): 317—41.

Wroe Alderson and Reavis Cox, “Towards a Theory of Marketing,” Journal of
Marketing 13 (1948): 137-52, here 139.

Kenneth Hutchinson, “Marketing as a Science: An Appraisal,” Journal of
Marketing 16 (1952): 286-93.

Lyndon Brown, “Towards a Profession of Marketing,” Journal of Marketing
13 (1948): 27-31.

Hess, “New Consumption Era,” 18.

One contributor even proposed a revolving doors model: H. R. Nissey,
“Exchange Professorship Idea Applied to Commercial Research,” Journal of
Marketing 5 (1940): 43—44.

Edmund McGarry, “The Importance of Scientific Method in Advertising,”
Journal of Marketing 1 (1936): 82-86.

William Marsteller, “Putting the Marketing Research Department on the
Executive Level,” Journal of Marketing 16 (1951): 56-60.

Henry Bund, “Does Marketing Research Know Its Own Market?” Journal of
Marketing 15 (1950): 198-205.

Politz and Denning, “On the Necessity,” 5.

Thomas Hine, Populuxe (New York, NY), 1986.

Lawrence Samuel, Freud on Madison Avenue: Motivation Research and
Subliminal Advertising in America (Philadelphia, PA, 2010).

This exuberant link between consumer abundance and democratic politics
was construed most directly in the publications of consumer researchers
Ernest Dichter and George Katona. See Daniel Horowitz, “The Emigré
as Celebrant of American Consumer Culture,” in Getting and Spending,
ed. Strasser, 149-66.

The most influential recent discussion of Americanization through mass
consumption is Victoria de Grazia, Irresistible Empire: America’s Advance
Through Twentieth- Century Europe (Cambridge, MA, 2005).



44

J. LOGEMANN

77.

78.

79.

80.

81.

82.

83.

84.

85.

86.

87.

88.

89.
90.
91.
92.

93.

On Dichter and his transatlantic career in motivation research, see, for
example, Stefan Schwarzkopf and Rainer Gries, eds., Ermest Dichter and
Motivation Research: New Perspectives on the Making of Post-War Consumer
Culture (New York, NY, 2010).

Ernest Dichter, “What Are the Unsatisfied Needs of Europe Today?” article
for Business Abroad, typescript, n.d., Hagley Museum and Library, Ernest
Dichter Papers, box 167.

The argument regarding the indigenous European tradition is also made by
Stefan Schwarzkopf, “Managing the Unmanageable: The Professionalization
of Market and Consumer Research in Post-War Europe,” in Transformations
of Retailing in Postwar Europe After 1945, ed. Ralph Jessen and Lydia Langer
(Farnham, UK, 2012), 163-78.

See Gerulf Hirt, Verkannte Propheten? Zur ‘Expertenkultur’ (west-)deutscher
Werbekommunikatoren bis zur Rezession 1966/67 (Leipzig, 2013).

Alexander Schug, “Wegbereiter der modernen Absatzwerbung in Deutschland:
Advertising Agencies und die Amerikanisierung der deutschen Werbebranche
in der Zwischenkriegszeit,” WerkstattGeschichte 34 (2003): 29-51.

On Domizlaff’s work at Reemtsma, sece Tino Jacobs, “Zwischen Intuition
und Experiment: Hans Domizlaff und der Aufstieg Reemtsmas,” in
Marketinggeschichte: Die Genese einer modernen Sozialtechnik, ed. Hartmut
Berghoft (Frankfurt a.M, 2007), 148-76.

See Claudia Regnery, Die Deutsche Werbeforschung 1900-1945 (Munster,
2003); and Ronald Fullerton, “Tea and the Viennese: A Pioneering Episode
in the Analysis of Consumer Behavior,” in Advances in Consumer Research,
ed. Chris Allen and Deborah John (Provo, UT, 1994), 418-21.

Georg Bergeler, Die Entwicklunyg der Verbrauchsforschuny in Dentschland und
die GfK bis zum Jahre 1945 (Laflleben, 1959).

Jonathan Wiesen,  Creating the Nazi Marketplace:  Commerce and
Consumption in the Third Reich (Cambridge, UK, 2011); and Wilfired
Feldenkirchen and Daniela Fuchs, Die Stimme des Verbrauchers zum Klingen
bringen: 75 Jahre Geschichte der GFK Gruppe (Munich, 2009).

See Schwartzkopf, “Managing the Unmanageable”; and Clodwig Kapferer,
Marktforschuny in Europa: Methoden Einzelner Linder (Hamburg, 1963).
Stefan Schwartzkopf, “A Radical Past? The Politics of Market Research
in Britain, 1900-1950,” in The Voice of the Citizen Consumer: A History of
Market Research, Consumer Movements, and the Political Public Sphere, ed.
Kerstin Briickweh (Oxford, UK, 2011), 29-50.

Frederic Schwartz, “Utopia for Sale: The Bauhaus and Weimar Germany’s
Consumer Culture,” in Bawubaus Culture: From Weimar to the Cold War,
ed. Kathleen James (Minneapolis, MN, 2006), 115-38.

Sheldon and Arens, Consumer Engineering, 44—47.

Ibid., 173-74.

Ibid., 99.

For a more detailed discussion of these transfers, see Logemann, “European
Imports.”

On Paul Lazarsfeld and his role in transatlantic exchanges in the social

sciences, see Christian Fleck, A Transatlantic History of the Social Sciences:
Robber Barons, the Third Reich and the Invention of Empirical Social Research
(London, UK, 2011).



94.

95.

96.

97.

98.

99.
100.

101.

102.

103.

104.

105.

106.

2 PROFESSIONAL MARKETING AS “CONSUMER ENGINEERING”: ... 45

Letter Alexis Sommaripa (Business Advisory and Planning Council, Dept.
of Commerce) to Dexter Keezer (Dir. Consumer Advisory Board, NIRA),
January 16, 1934, in Paul F. Lazarsfeld Archive, University of Vienna, folder
“Biographie 1933-46.”

On the Vienna school, see Hans Zeisel, “Die Wiener Schule der Motiv-
forschung,” keynote address for the Congress of the World Association for
Public Opinion Research (WAPOR) and the European Society for Opinion
and Market Research (ESOMAR), August 21, 1967, in DP.F.L.-Archive,
University of Vienna, folder “Lazarsfeld Vienna Marktforschungsstelle.”

On American Bauhaus, see James Sloan Allen, The Romance of Commerce and
Culture: Capitalism, Modernism, and the Chicago-Aspen Crusade for Cultural
Reform (Chicago, 1L, 1983); and Paul Betts, “New Bauhaus and School of
Design, Chicago,” in Bawubaus, ed. Jeannine Fiedler and Peter Feierabend
(Cologne, 2000), 66-73.

Harm Schroter, “Die Amerikanisierung der Werbung in der Bundesrepublik
Deutschland,” Jabrbuch fiir Wirtschaftsgeschichte 38, no. 1 (1997): 93-115.
Ernest Dichter, “Business Abroad Article—(Rough Copy),” March 28, 1967,
Ernest Dichter Papers, Hagley Museum and Library, box 169.

Ibid.

On Dichter’s role as a transatlantic translator of marketing knowledge,
see also Jan Logemann, “Consumer Modernity as Cultural Translation:
European Emigrés and Knowledge Transfers in Mid-Century Design and
Marketing,” Geschichte und Gesellschaft 43 (2017): 413-37.

Daniel Horowitz, Consuming Pleasures: Intellectuals and Popular Culture in
the Cold War (Philadelphia, PA, 2012).

Adorno had developed aspects of his critique of the “culture industry” while
working alongside Lazarsfeld on the well-known “Radio Research Project,”
which was partially supported by CBS. See Theodor Adorno, “Scientific
Experiences of a European Scholar in America,” and Lazarsfeld, “An Episode
in the History of Social Research: A Memoir,” in The Intellectunl Migration:
Europe and America, 1930-1960, ed. Donald Fleming and Bernard Bailyn
(Cambridge, MA, 1969), 270-337 and 338-70, respectively.

A scare concerning so-called subliminal advertising marked an early high point
of this critique of psychological marketing during the late 1950s. See Kenneth
Lipartito, “Subliminal Seductions: The Politics of Consumer Research in
Post-World War IT America,” in Rise of Marketing, ed. Berghoft, 215-36.

On critiques of postwar mass consumption in general, see Daniel Horowitz,
The Anxieties of Affluence: Critiques of American Consumer Culture, 1939—
1979 (Amherst, MA, 2004). On organized consumer activism, see Lawrence
Glickman, Buying Power: A History of Consumer Activism in America
(Chicago, IL, 2009).

Harold Kassarijian, “Scholarly Traditions and European Roots of American
Consumer Research,” in Research Traditions in Marketing, ed. Giles Laurent,
Gary Lilien, and Bernard Pras (Boston, MA, 1993), 265-79.

Edward Bernays, “The Engineering of Consent,” The Annals of the American
Academy of Political and Socinl Sciences 250 (1947): 113-20, here 114.



®

Check for
updates

CHAPTER 3

What Does “Fast Capitalism” Mean
for Consumers? Examples of Consumer
Engineering in the United States

Gary Cross

One marker of modernity is rapidity of change: popular music, movies, and
TV programs come and go, of course, but so-called durable goods are almost
as ephemeral. We live in an era of fast capitalism, which also means fast con-
sumption, a particularly intensive form of commodity culture resulting from
marketing and technological innovations that led to an increasingly rapid
pace of production and purchase, creating profit through fast turnaround of
investment. Although the consumer’s quest for change (especially in fashion
goods) predates this process, this sped-up production and consumption cycle
increased consumer expectations regarding convenience and change, which in
turn encouraged further technological and marketing innovations. Although
consumer culture, marketing, and technology all played interactive roles in
this process, historians have tended to stress marketing innovations, including
those in advertising.

Predating the 1930s consumer engineering described by Jan Logemann in
Chapter 2, fast capitalism comprised most of the same stimulative elements. As
Philip Scranton notes, a major theme of modern merchandizing is the trans-
formation of once traditional and even traditionalized goods marketed as her-
itage and for durability (like furniture) into products that quickly come in and
out of fashion. Fast capitalism also meant planned obsolescence, made famous
by Vance Packard more than a half century ago. The term “fast capitalism”
was only introduced in the late 1980s, however, when Ben Agger argued that
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a new order had emerged during the economic crises of the 1970s (inflation
and the decline of American hegemony) that led to “just-in-time” batch pro-
duction designed for ever narrower and changing markets. The erosion of
labor’s power and of the welfare state as well as the rise of globalization con-
tributed to the decline of classic mass production and consumption, but its
“fast” successor was also fostered by new technologies and business processes
that reduced the time required for product development and delivery to mar-
ket. Others associate the era of speed with an even more recent phenomenon,
the shift from the production and consumption of durable goods to the selling
and buying of sensations in the so-called experiential economy, in particular
with the rise of digital technology and new forms of leisure in the 1980s.!

As valuable as all this is, these common “postmodernist” interpretations,
associated with David Harvey, for example,? tend to ignore capitalism’s
longer history of rapidity. I argue that fast capitalism has origins in the gen-
eration around 1900 and is rooted in a cluster of technological innovations,
corporate innovations in product design and distribution, and consumers’
rising expectations of and desire for novelty. Given the theme of this book,
I’ll also consider how these transformations have accelerated since the 1930s,
and, for a bit more specificity, I’ll concentrate on media consumer goods,
especially recorded music.

While a cardinal feature of production for profit is the rapid turnaround
of investment, technological and marketing constraints severely limited this
turnaround until the end of the nineteenth century. That was when a dra-
matic compression of the product life cycle occurred. It came from many
directions. Faster shipping and communication moved goods more quickly
from factory to shopping bag, but new packaging and labeling methods also
reduced set-up and manufacturing times. Technologically innovative products
like phonographs as well as movie cameras and projectors (along with their
software of records and film) accelerated the pace of novelty emerging in the
1890s (and developing further in the next decade) still more.?

Soon after 1900, manufacturers of a wide range of goods from auto-
mobiles to household appliances introduced frequent, even annual model
changes, but there was also an explosion of novelty and fashion goods from
toys to knickknacks. Moreover, new methods of persuasion induced con-
sumers to adapt more rapidly to change. For example, weekly or daily expo-
sure to magazines, newspapers, and their continuously changing advertising
promoted the latest models of new domestic appliances and cars as well as
innovations in toiletries, foods, and novelties. This first era of fast capitalism
extended until the Great Depression.

As noted years ago by Jeffrey Meikle and Andre Forty, the common-sense
assumption that product and marketing innovation slowed during the eco-
nomic downturn of the 1930s is wrong. If anything, innovation accelerated,
not only in product design and marketing but also in technology. The very
fact that sales decreased dramatically after 1929 motivated a wide-ranging
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effort in consumer engineering to bring back anxious shoppers. Thus came
streamlined cars (and refrigerators) as well as double features at the movies,
tabletop radios, and a faster pace of change on the pop music hit parade.
Accelerating waves of ultramodern furnishings, appliances, packaged foods,
cars, and much else along with popular enthusiasm for exuberant materialism
(what Tom Hine called the “Populuxe”) followed the depression and war.*
By the 1960s, planned obsolescence was supplanted by personal purchases of
cars, TVs, and other formerly “family” goods, leading to an ever denser, more
individualized consumer experience. The 1970s brought not only post-Ford-
ist segmented consumption but a technological and marketing transformation
that quickened the pace of consumption still further. Affluent people from
the USA and other advanced nations experienced a new wave of innovation,
especially in analog entertainment technologies. From the 1980s, the trend
toward innovation continued in digital devices, especially for the rapidly
changing personal computer and related accessories. Consumer expectation
of the new became an annual ritual. Fast capitalism (and consumer engineer-
ing), then, can be understood not only as a form of consumer manipulation
but as an expectation that shaped personal behavior and social interaction.

Fast capitalism made for fast people. But this meant much more than a
rapidly moving culture of ephemeral and superficial identities. People increas-
ingly accustomed to and expecting novelty experienced dramatically new atti-
tudes about life: Shorter attention spans, but also less resistance to change
and a proclivity to mark time less by seasonal and other natural durations than
by the introduction of new products and media. Commercial fads, ephemeral
fashions, and a rapidly passing, if short list of media hits defined shared expe-
rience. Fast capitalism produced other responses endemic today: not just indi-
vidual identification with time-specific consumer goods but commodities that
defined entire generations. The novel produced narrow cohorts of consump-
tion (beginning with the young) that manifested as nostalgia for past fashion
later in the life course and divided even subsets of generations. Yet fast capi-
talism also led to a reaction to all this: individual pursuit of the unchanging,
engagement with seasonal and ritual recurrence, and even identification with
bygone eras, all in an attempt to mollify and retard the bewildering pace of
change.

A GENERATION OF ACCELERATED COMMODITY CHANGE,
1890-1930

This process began or at least was accelerated in the two generations after
1890. New products like phonographs, snapshot cameras, motion pictures,
canned foods, bottled soft drinks, packaged cigarettes, and cars transformed
the way Americans and Western Europeans listened, watched, imbibed, and
moved. The coming of new household appliances in everything from toast-
ers and electric irons to vacuum cleaners and electric stoves, refrigerators, and
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radios produced a regular expectation of material progress, especially with the
“new and improved” in routinely updated products. Radical and continuous
changes in fashion, cosmetics, grooming devices (like safety razors), novelties,
and even toys and furnishings made it hard to keep up. This blizzard of inno-
vation led to a welter of confusing options and new emphases along with the
excitement of adopting ever new and wider assortments of things. Setting and
even advancing the pace of change was the rapid rise and fall of entertainment
celebrity and styles along with novelty and fad marketing as, for example, in
board games, fashions, and children’s fantasy toys and other playthings. These
“soft” industries at the vanguard of fast capitalism were especially directed
toward the young.

Let me briefly illustrate this with the phonograph and recording, which
came together around 1900. An oligopoly of three producers—Victor,
Edison, and Columbia—transtormed Edison’s original novelty for cap-
turing the voice for playback (first as a business machine) in a hardware—
software complex of continuously “improving” players and a constant output
of recordings for a home entertainment market. The phonograph also repre-
sented a dramatic change in entertainment based on a new business model:
the mass commercial distribution of notable voices and musical ensembles
from central locations to home sites. The phenomenon of a mass-produced
durable commodity for comfort (or pleasure) in the home was itself relatively
new: Predecessors might include the cast iron stove, the piano, the sewing
machine, or even entertainment or toy items like the stereoscope, but not
a lot more than these.> The appliancing of the home meant more than eas-
ing domestic tasks and raising standards of living. It also had the interesting
effect of privatizing certain types of pleasure, especially those that could be
commercialized, shifting these pleasures from public places and social gath-
erings into private domestic spaces. The phonograph also created access to
a larger geographic (and eventually global) culture of reproduced voice and
music. But what it did most was speed up the circulation of commodities.
There was the ever “improving” hardware of the “talking machine” and then
even more the continuous production and retailing of recordings—breaking
sharply from the “durable” model of the stove, piano, dining table, and other
common household goods.

Aggressive advertising and retail promotion familiarized consumers with
the phonograph and built the Big Three into its main purveyors, each intro-
ducing continuous technological advances: Edison’s 4-minute Amberol
record of 1901 and Victor’s Victrola of 1907, for example.® All of this
encouraged rising expectations and a presumption of inevitable obsoles-
cence—that the “old” would soon pale in comparison with the new. The
phonograph largely introduced a cardinal principle of modern merchandising,
often linked to consumer engineering, a progressivist consumption, based
on the association of personal advance over time through product improve-
ment. But you didn’t even have to wait for new models to climb the ladder
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of enhancement. In the 1890s, the big phonograph companies developed a
technique copied a generation later with great success by General Motors and
other car companies, rolling out a “full line” of products graduated by fea-
tures and price. In 1896, for example, Edison offered a range of phonographs
based on motor and horn size. By 1899, he had added an entry-level device
(the “Gem”) marketed to children, with the expectation that as adults users
would graduate to the pricier models.”

This expectation of turnover was radically accelerated with the
mass-duplicated recordings sold to individual consumers for personal use.
This was an early example of the “razor and razor blade” marketing that
induced repeated purchases, again a major merchandising tool built into
consumer-engineered products. Commercial sound recording also created a
new kind of fusion of the public and private, recreating fast-changing celeb-
rity entertainment in the parlor—a site that had in Victorian times commonly
been associated with cultural stability (and thus had represented a bulwark
against the turmoil of the market that the recording now exemplified).

The object of commercial recording, as historian David Suisman has
shown, was to create musical hits—popular but usually ephemeral ditties. The
result was a new type of sensory experience: two- or three-minute punctu-
ations of musical pleasure consumed in about the time it took to smoke a
cigarette or eat a candy bar (these too being manifestations of the emerging
fast capitalism of mass consumption). And for the first time anywhere, the
voices and music of distant celebrities were immediately accessible and part of
daily life, even for those who had never attended a scheduled speech or live
performance.’

The phonograph record was essential in this process. As important was a
nearly simultaneous development: the emergence in the 1890s of Tin Pan
Alley—the commercialized song industry, which created the modern hit
tune. Dominating commercial music from about 1890 to 1955, it was part
of the revolution in mass commodification. For sheet music publishers, suc-
cess required tunes whose fashionability attracted mass sales. Integral to the
hit business was the continual replacement of such tunes with new ones, an
excellent example of the modern consumer economy of disposable goods.
Because the success of songs was impossible to predict and they were “turned
over” quickly, there had to be a continuous flood of songs.” Because they
were few, simple, and ubiquitous in the soundscape, satiation inevitably fol-
lowed enthusiasm.!® Edison ads from 1905, for instance, directed their
appeals at up-to-date listeners who had heard a new tune at the theater and
wanted to play it at home until they had “mastered both music and words.”
Edison aimed to use his records to feed an ever-moving conveyor belt of
novelty.1!

Victor, however, was especially adept at recognizing that they were selling
phonographs to get people to buy records. This was made plain when the
company introduced its Victor IV model in 1911. Priced at $15, it was hardly
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a profitable item for dealers. But the company insisted that this entry-level
machine could serve as a wedge or commercial conduit, opening “homes to
Victor Music.” It was a machine that sped up consumption.!?

All of this produced more than the sale of phonographs, records, and other
novelties. Even more than the upsurge of new appliances, the acceleration of
sound sensations (as well as those of sight, taste, and motion) transformed
how audiences and consumers experienced time (anticipating the future
and recalling the past while shaping daily experience).!® The fast capitalism
of the phonograph and record accustomed listeners to expect a continuous
onslaught of novelty, eliminating the wait for the next hit of sensual intensity
(traditionally the festival) and radically reducing the time of exposure to the
same sound experience. Instead of a lifetime (perhaps reoccurring in the ritual
seasonal singing of a folk song), a given sound experience might only last a
few weeks.

More subtly perhaps, this form of fast capitalism seems to have impacted
the young with lifelong implications in memory and age-segmented taste.
From the beginning of recorded music, manufacturers understood the
attraction of their products to youth and the value of associating their songs
with memories of youth. Generational identities were built around forma-
tive encounters with new gadgets and product styles that left elders behind.
New things let people break with their pasts and create a succession of selves
(for example, in fashionable clothes, cosmetics, and novelties). What made
the turn of the twentieth century especially significant is that many goods
were not merely substitutes for homemade or craft goods but instead were
true novelties. Home phonographs, roll film cameras, candy bars, cars, and
much else did not exist before the 1890s and early twentieth century. The
array of novelty is certainly unprecedented in human history. These new con-
sumer goods did not necessarily have an immediate appeal, nor did customers
always understand their function or potential. They had to be worked into
the habitual world of people. This was the case, for example, for canned soups
and Jell-0, which were widely marketed to homemakers early in the twenti-
eth century. An obvious route to new customers was to appeal to the young
whose habits were not yet fully formed, to appeal to their youth and pre-
sumed openness to change. As a result, the young became early adapters of
new goods and technologies.

The linkage between youth and fast capitalism went further than appeals
to generational identity and age difference. New goods were also associ-
ated with the new patterns of parenting and childhood experience that
emerged shortly after 1900. Middle-class parents began buying their children
increasingly varied clothes, books, and above all toys. This culmination of a
romantic, but also materialistic, trend to indulge children reflected a more
permissive culture of childrearing (a complex product of reduced childhood
mortality, a progressive societal rejection of child labor, and new ideas about
psychological development). Moreover, children’s toys became repositories
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of contradictory adult attitudes toward rapid economic and cultural change.
While Noah’s arks and circus playsets reminded parents in 1900 of their own
childhoods and suggested a timelessness to the young, fads like the Teddy
Bear of 1906 offered parents a way to share a romantic embrace of the new
with their offspring. Gifting children also let adults recover their memories
of wonder, often lost in the satiation of daily consumption, in the (hope-
fully) delighted child. Because of parental gifts, young middle-class children
increasingly experienced constant novelty as a basic part of their childhoods.
This often meant that memories of childhood (and nostalgia for it) were
defined and marked by identification with these first memories of novel con-
sumer goods.!*

All this was particularly evident in the fast markets of the phonograph
record. With the coming of this good, not only were the “classics” pre-
served as never before but ephemeral hits survived years after they were first
recorded, living now in the form of “standards” or “oldies,” the music of
each generation’s youth played years later in life. Because popular record-
ings came and went so quickly, individual tunes were closely linked to a brief
period of time in a listener’s life. Thanks to the record, nostalgic memories of
first loves and carefree youth were evoked by a brief tune, heard unchanged
again and again throughout life. These ideal markers of memory were often
shared with others, frequently from other places but of the same age at the
time of the recordings’ intense, but ephemeral exposure to a broad national,
even international market. In this way, these popular tunes served as hooks on
which to hang recollections of the past, like the parade of toys, dolls, and cars
that emerged with modern consumer culture. The ephemeral consumer good
created the possibility of modern nostalgia.!®

At the same time, the novelty of the home phonograph clashed with the
traditional longing for timelessness and privacy, materialized in the parlor
as the site of a quiet retreat from the ever-changing and boisterous street.1®
But the phonograph industry proposed to resolve this contradiction with
the promise that a talking machine in the home offered an escape from
disorderly public space. The parlor, associated with the piano and fine fur-
niture in Victorian times, was no obvious place for a machine like the pho-
nograph, so Victor had to convince tastemakers otherwise. One solution
was the introduction in 1906 of the Victrola, its mechanical works hidden
in a four-foot-high cabinet of piano-finished mahogany. The company’s
1909 trade catalog suggested that the Victrola was suitable for the “draw-
ing room” in that it “conveys no hint of its purpose” except for the crank
for the spring motor.!” Thus, the fast merchandizing of the phonograph
and record produced both fast culture and (somewhat ironically) a long-
ing to recover a time lost to it. Elements of this pattern would be repeated
in other fast consumer sectors—most obviously in toys, fantasy entertain-
ment, and fad products, and somewhat less obviously in cars, furnishings,
and clothing.
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CONSUMER ENGINEERING AND COMMODITY SPEED-UP IN THE 1930s

As is well known, the Great Depression saw efforts to increase consumer
demand in “saturated” markets as consumer engineers designed goods for
rapid sale and repeated purchase. One obvious way to increase sales was to go
downmarket. Luxury car sales dropped from 150,000 in 1929 to 10,000 in
1937. Surviving manufacturers like Lincoln, Packard, and Cadillac decreased
their prices and offered economy models. Companies that did not follow this
strategy (including Pierce-Arrow and Stutz) disappeared. Low-priced cars
increased from 52 percent of sales in 1926 to 73 percent in 1933. This did not
mean that new cars were of lower quality. Rather, to attract scarce customers,
manufacturers raised the standard of the “middle and low range” in their prod-
uct lines. Henry Ford abandoned his Model A in 1932 for a far more power-
ful and stylish car with a V-8 engine. Other nonessentials also grew cheaper.
Cigarette prices dropped back to ten cents a pack. Decca reduced the price of a
phonograph record to thirty-five cents (compared to the competition’s seven-
ty-five-cent disk). When weekly movie attendance dropped from 90 million in
1929 to 60 million in 1932, exhibitors began offering double features.!8

In hopes of ferreting out customers, retailers offered bargains and con-
venient shopping. By 1930, downtown Chicago stores stayed open Saturday
nights to lure commuters back into the city on the weekend. Other depart-
ment stores stayed open Thursday evenings. Most important were develop-
ments in discount retailing. In 1930, Michael Cullen introduced a no-frills,
self-service supermarket to bargain-hunting, suburban New Yorkers. He
expanded to eight stores within two years, drawing in shoppers with mas-
sive displays of groceries and cutting costs with self-service. There were many
imitators of this business model, including cheap clothing, furniture, and
plumbing supply retailers, which sprang up in old hotel garages and bankrupt
factories. All this set the stage for suburban discount retailers like K-Mart,
Target, and Wal-Mart in the mid-1960s and later big-box specialty stores
for electronics, hardware, and even pets. Price, not service, quality, or status
was becoming the key in American retailing, undermining the influence of
the lavish central city department stores of the late nineteenth century. This
feature of Depression-era consumer engineering distinguishes it from earlier
efforts to move goods.!?

Yet consumer engineering seems to have been primarily directed toward
the middle-class consumer rather than the downmarket shopper. It was this
relatively affluent group that consumer engineers hoped could be induced to
spend more. As noted by Ernest Calkins in 1930, the product designer had
to “dig in deeper and anticipate wants and desires not yet realized, but fore-
shadowed by trends and implicit in the habits and folkways” of the nation. As
important was the need to manufacture goods that might be replaced before
they wore out or were fully consumed.??

This effort could sometimes mean technological improvements, like
Ford’s radical shift from the 4-cylinder Model A to the V-8 of 1932 or the
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introduction of automatic transmissions, radios, and improved heaters in
the mid-1930s. Still, new styles and designs by themselves could bring buy-
ers back and convince Americans that the future was an endless horizon of
spending.?! Examples of this approach were efforts to turn traditional goods
into fashionable commodities in furniture, appliances, and even home power
tools. Especially important was streamlining, with a sleek, forward-look-
ing design replacing the boxy or mechanical appearance of so many prod-
ucts.?? This futuristic message was reaffirmed in the design of buildings at
the world’s fairs of Chicago, San Francisco, and especially New York in the
1930s as well as in the design of a new generation of locomotives.?? While
streamlining suggested speed, even the 1935 Super-Six Coldspot refrigera-
tor, created by Raymond Loewy for Sears, had a streamline appearance with
its rounded corners and hidden motors. This trend also appeared in radios,
which were increasingly housed in colorful “space-aged” plastic instead of the
traditional wooden cabinetry. Streamlining suggested forward motion and a
positive future in spite of the depression. Along with all this came the hard
sell and heavy radio advertising. The core of consumer engineering was to sell
to a cautious consumer with money in their bank accounts.?*

All this is rather familiar, but what is sometimes less recognized is the
aggressive efforts of merchandisers to expand sales to young people and to
the parents of young children during the depression. These efforts too rep-
resented a step beyond the first stage of fast capitalism at the beginning of
the twentieth century. The 1930s saw the full flowering of the popular
licensed image or name stamped on a consumer good, evident especially with
Disney-branded products but also many other media or storybook characters.
Licensing gave manufacturers leverage over store owners, but it also helped
increase retail sales by reducing the need for trained sales staff and in-house
promotions.?®> Walt Disney was the master of character licensing in the
1930s, first turning his crude Mickey Mouse cartoon of 1928 into a licensing
bonanza,? beginning with a Mickey doll in 1930 and followed with Mickey’s
increasingly iconic image on everything from watches and lamp shades to toys
and coloring books. These products, in effect, advertised for each other while
promoting Disney cartoons. Disney took this marketing magic a step further
in 1937 when he licensed the images of the animated feature film Snow White
and the Seven Dwarfs before the public had even seen them in the movie, giv-
ing merchandisers time to roll out figurines and much else to coincide with
the enthusiasm garnered by the later appearance of the movie. Disney had
developed a marketing strategy that would become common after World War
II, coordinating the appearance of licensed goods and movie spectaculars to
create special moments of fantasy consumption.?”

Although product licensing covered a wide assortment of goods, this
and other marketing gimmicks were especially directed toward children.
While discretionary spending for toys and other kids’ stuff was down in the
1930s, merchandisers found a solution: selling cheap, often single toy figures.
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The collecting habit, long central to children’s play, had begun to shift
from gathering stones from nature and leftover goods from adult consump-
tion (trade cards or even cigar boxes) to buying and collecting the inex-
pensive military figures and bubblegum cards sold directly to kids.?® In the
thirties, a commercialized fantasy world for children emerged, one based on
kids’ radio shows set apart from adults. This development set the stage for
the extraordinary fast pace of children’s commodity culture that emerged by
the end of the 1970s—most evident in the extraordinary synergy between
George Lucas’s Star Wars movie trilogy and a flood of licensed toys and other
products.?’

This drive to segment markets by age once again particularly impacted
phonographs and records. Despite the depression, enterprising entertain-
ers found that high school students with odd jobs and indulgent parents
eagerly bought bobby socks and swing records in the 1930s. The depression
kept teens in high school longer and thus extended their contact with the
consumer peer culture that emerged in school halls and cafeterias. Benny
Goodman’s clarinet attracted thousands of teenagers to his New York con-
cert appearance in the winter of 1937. Teens found ways of purchasing used,
often junked cars, and restoring, customizing, and enhancing their speed
through an aftermarket parts and service industry as well as their own crafts.
The extraordinarily large inventory of used cars from the 1920s (especially
the Model T) made this possible.3? Still, the child and teen consumer mar-
ket was limited by the Depression and parental resistance. This would change
during and especially after World War II.

TuaE Fast CAPITALISM AND CONSUMER ENGINEERING
OF THE POSTWAR

After 1945, the quest of many Americans for long-deferred luxuries coin-
cided with a dramatic rise in disposable income for symbolic and pleasure
goods ranging from fashion furnishings, gadgetry, appliances, and vehicles
to age-segmented music and media. In 1946, personal consumption was
21 percent higher in real money terms than in 1941. The generation born
after World War II was the largest in American history, twice the size of the
previous generation. There were 70 percent more children under fifteen in
1960 than there had been in 1940.3! All this compounded the prewar trend
toward marketing to youth and to child-focused couples. Another trend from
the 1930s continued: the marketing of durables to the classes rather than
the masses, so to speak, selling cutting edge goods to upwardly mobile mid-
dle-class households. Americans bought new cars for the latest step-up fea-
ture, like automatic transmissions and electric windows. Rescarch confirmed
what advertisers had come to realize in the 1930s—that the young, upwardly
mobile were better customers than the less affluent.3? By the mid-1950s,
85 percent of new cars were purchased by only 47 percent of American
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families. As a result, carmakers saw a limited market for any cheap basic
vehicle (seen in the failure of low-priced cars in the early 1950s, until the VW
Beetle found buyers reacting to the excesses of planned obsolescence), while
the less affluent bought used cars.33

Postwar fast capitalism fulfilled the dreams of at least some of the con-
sumer engineers of the 1930s. Goods increasingly were sold for style and
fashion rather than utility. Everything was temporary—house, car, and even
the family in some cases. These styles were popularizations of often experi-
mental and elite designs from the 1920s and 1930s that ordinary American
consumers had once shunned in preference for traditional wooden and
cloth-covered furniture, often in ornate Victorian-like styles. But in the “con-
servative 1950s,” some consumers switched to formerly elite modernist styles,
including Art Deco with its sleek and geometric lines or the austere and
functional designs of the International Style (dubbed Machine Age Modern
in the USA).3* Furniture as well as cases for clocks and radios came in plas-
tic, replacing craft with a machine-based aesthetic.3®> Other postwar advances
included molded plywood, fiberglass, and cast aluminum—making possible
the novel designs of chairs, tables, sofas, and lamps by Charles Eames and
Russel Wright.3¢

Nevertheless, no phase of fast capitalism after 1945 moved with the tempo
of the popular music industry, and its vanguard consumers were youth.
A powerful combination of technological and demographic changes made
this development possible. While the phonograph and recording industry saw
decline with the advent of radio and later the depression, phonograph records
regained some of their past glory with the development of the Long Playing
(LP) record by Columbia in 1948. LPs made it practical to record whole
symphonies and musicals, for example, on a single disk. This no doubt deep-
ened the music culture of mostly older Americans, especially with the coming
of high fidelity and stereophonic records after 1957 and phonograph equip-
ment to match. But in the short run, the introduction of the 45 RPM record
in 1949 had a greater impact. The 45 record included a single song on either
side like the old 78s but was smaller, more convenient, and rugged. More
importantly, their production was fast and was directed toward teens. Cheap
45s were conveniently available at drug and even food stores as well as record
retailers, often for less than half a dollar, and were purchased weekly by mil-
lions of American youth in the 1950s.3”

Added to this age-segmented entertainment market was the shift of
adult consumers from network radio (formerly featuring live cross-genera-
tional music) to TV after 1950, and with this the ceding of much of radio
to youth. When adults abandoned radio, stations scrambled to find listen-
ers to attract advertising dollars. One prominent solution, adopted by Todd
Storz of Omaha, Nebraska, in 1953, was to abandon the live music broad-
casts that had often reached a wide age range and instead to air a small list of
recordings that appealed to fad- and fashion-conscious youth. In effect, the
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radio became a personal jukebox (similar to the coin-operated record player
common in diners and soda fountains in the 1930s, but free). This new role
for the radio was especially attractive to youth, to whom the jukebox had
appealed. Storz built an empire in the Midwest of all-hit radio stations that
played a continuously changing but small range of records at a time. This
approach was really an intensified form of the pattern established by Edison
and Victor a half century before: Repetition and fast turnover marked the way
that youth consumed music.38

But a different sort of music was also on offer. By 1948, announcers play-
ing records on air promoted country and rhythm and blues tunes outside the
Tin Pan Alley mainstream. Though starting in Los Angeles and Memphis,
the most famous of these disc jockeys (DJs) were Alan Freed (from 1951
in Cleveland and New York) and Robert Smith (aka Wolfman Jack from
1964 who developed a national audience from high-power radio stations in
Mexico). These young DJs appealed to youth across class, race, and region.?’
Added to the shift toward 45s and youth-oriented D] radio was the emer-
gence of the transistor radio in 1957 and, more subtly, making the car radio a
standard feature even in the cheap used cars purchased by teens in the 1950s.
All this sped up the turnover of music commodities. Already in 1949, retail-
ers reported that the average hit record stayed on the charts for only three
months.*0

Music appealing to the young was not new to the 1950s, but with the shift
of radio and recording to youth, popular commercial tunes were sung by the
young for the still younger by the mid-1950s. That music was, of course, rock
and roll. What made this music distinct was that it was primarily vocal rather
than instrumental; it abandoned the wind instruments of the previous big
band era for guitars and sometimes pianos; and it featured a heavy beat. The
musical style and content of lyrics were often wild, raw, and sometimes sensu-
ousness, deriving, as they did, from rock’s predecessors, hillbilly and rhythm
and blues. Rock tunesmiths abandoned the sentimental ballads of Tin Pan
Alley and embraced the tastes and topics of the working class and minorities,
appealing to the rebellious offspring of the respectable white middle class.*!

Pushing the logic of fast capitalism to extremes, this powerful combination
of youth-oriented 45s turned out weekly by the record companies and Top-40
radio playing the two-minute tunes of rockers led to the demise of Tin Pan
Alley. By 1956, almost all the Top 40 was rock for the kids.*? This transfor-
mation reinforced age segmentation in music consumption and generational
division, the latter marked by repeated “moral panics” over new music styles.

CoNcCLUSION: SOME IRONIES OF FAST CAPITALISM

It may be surprising that the culmination of the logic of a youth-based fast
capitalism was a new kind of nostalgia. It was based not on a longing for a
past place, culture, or regime but on past consumer goods and experiences.
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The increasingly rapid coming and going of manufactured commodities may
have helped mark newly emerging identities of the young, but subsequently
that fast-paced consumption was often disquieting. Such uncertainty resulted
from a rather distinctly modern phenomenon. People found identity and
meaning in specific goods, but consequently felt that their selthoods were
threatened when those things disappeared. The nostalgic impulse came from
a desire to get them back. But what people wanted to recover was often the
consumer goods of their formative years—especially from the earliest years of
recalled childhood and the coming-of-age years of youth.*3

Given how fast rock songs came and went, it shouldn’t be surprising that
the term “oldies” dates from as early as 1957, when the New York DJ Alan
Fredericks played the not-so-old rock hits from 1954 to 1956. But the long-
ing to hear again the popular tunes associated with youth became an obses-
sion for many who had grown up with the rock of the 1950s at the end of the
1960s. Following on the heels of the turbulent 60s, perhaps inevitably, the
50s icon Elvis Presley attracted large crowds of middle-aged, middle-class fans
for a performance in Las Vegas in 1969; and this was followed by a revival of
1950s rock in the early 1970s. This pattern has continued with each subse-
quent age cohort.

This phenomenon may impact only a minority, but it suggests more than
an anxious longing to recover the past in an era of ever invented futures. It
reinforces a key factor in consumer cultures—the formation of “memory
communities” around goods (even musical ones). This has often been the
case in the past. Such is, for example, the function of heirlooms (as devices to
interweave generations). But, fast capitalism has produced a different sort of
consuming community, goods that link narrow age groups, cohorts consist-
ing of often widely dispersed and otherwise unrelated individuals who share
a common exposure to an ephemeral and often quite superficial consumer
good or experience (like a song) at the same time and often at the same age.
Instead of places or events shaping these brief “generations,” goods link oth-
erwise separated individuals. They cope with the ever accelerating pace of
change that continually robs them of their identities by rooting themselves
psychologically in what seems to be “timeless,” but, in fact, is ephemeral—
that is, their childhoods.**

Fast capitalism, with its origins in clusters of technological and marketing
innovations and spurred on by economic trends like the Great Depression
and the postwar upsurge in income, including that of youth, both fostered
and responded to increasing consumer expectations of a rapid turnover of
goods. Although fast capitalism increased people’s rates of consumption, it
also produced more contradictory consumer experiences: the longing for the
novelty fix side by side with nostalgia for the simple life, perhaps manifested
in past ephemeral consumer goods; the blending of the recurrent with the
new (as in modern Christmas); or the return of the old as the new (as in fash-
ion). Among other issues, the dilemmas of diminishing returns on innovation
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and the persistence of consumer longing for repetition, recurrence, and stabil-
ity have limited the ability of consumer engineering to promote never-ending
novelty. Thus, along with transforming business and the economy, fast capi-
talism has changed people, how they cope with time, and how they relate to
each other.
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CHAPTER 4

A Theoretical Exploration of Consumer
Engineering: Implicit Contracts
and Market Making

Andrew Godley and Keith Heron

The growing literature exploring the emergence of modern marketing has
concentrated on the periodization of different marketing techniques coming
into usage, the retailing of different product categories, the international-
ization of retail formats, and advertising practices.! But recent research has
begun to focus on deliberate attempts to elicit consumer spending on novel
products by firms and marketing specialists. This more recent literature
explores how specialists, in particular designers and market researchers, in the
middle decades of the twentieth century began to move away from a prod-
uct-focused approach to one that placed the consumer at the center of mar-
keting initiatives. This development was also associated with the move away
from marketing as simply a promotional activity toward strategic marketing
instead. Now marketing management informed the entire organization of
activities within the firm.?

The near paradox of this mid-century movement was that while its adher-
ents were intent on the primacy of consumer interests, consumer agency was
viewed with suspicion. In 1952, the German—-American market researcher
Alfred Politz emphasized that “consumers do not know what they want and
why they act.”® With consumers so resistant to the active search for answers
to their problems, specialists had to step into diagnose and solve their prob-
lems for them.* These specialist market researchers and product design-
ers developed tools and techniques to elicit the explication of previously
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unarticulated consumer preferences. This was consumer engineering. The
historical debates on consumer engineering, on whether or not it was benefi-
cial to or exploitative of consumers, are summarized elsewhere in this volume.
This chapter aims to use economic reasoning to explain why consumer engi-
neering was so successful.

From a theoretical perspective, this description of the relationship between
producers and consumers is one that is characterized by information asym-
metries. The sellers have information about the product that the buyers do
not possess. Producers believe they have a product that will solve a consumer
problem, but consumers typically do not know whether the product will solve
their problem or not. Using information economics theory and exploring
the implications of information asymmetries, this article will explore a theo-
retical explanation for the rise and significance of consumer engineers in the
mid-twentieth century, suggesting why consumer engineering became signifi-
cant at a certain time and in certain sectors rather than others.

The result of this theoretical exercise is the suggestion that produc-
ers of novel and complex consumer goods, especially of durable goods,
have to engage in market-making innovation as well as product innovation.
Market-making innovation describes a set of contractual (or more often
quasi-contractual) agreements designed to overcome consumers’ reluctance
to purchase a product. This reluctance to purchase is driven not by the prod-
uct, but instead by the nature of the transaction. Transactions between con-
sumers and producers can be very simple. But they can also become very
complicated. One of the principal drivers of transactional complexity is the
presence of information asymmetries.

SETTING OUT THE PROBLEM OF INFORMATION ASYMMETRIES:
MOoRAL HAZARD AND ADVERSE SELECTION IN EFFECTS
IN CONSUMER MARKETS

The transactional relationship under consideration is between firms and con-
sumers.® Firms sell novel products to consumers. Consumers buy these novel
products, about which they have little information, from firms. Under such
conditions of uncertainty, consumer purchases are decisions made on the
basis of crude estimates of expected future utility.® There is a risk such esti-
mates may turn out to be wildly inaccurate. Consumers in fact only acquire
sufficient information to make an informed judgment about the utility of a
purchased novel product at some point after the formal completion of the
contract, meaning these transactions share characteristics of incomplete,
open-ended contracts and their associated risks. Producers may seek to dis-
seminate information to overcome such risks, but consumers are unlikely
to take such information at face value, as producers may be less than fully
transparent in order to complete and profit from the transaction.

This is not the case for all novel consumer goods. For many new products,
consumers are well placed to be able to test the firm’s claims because for



4 A THEORETICAL EXPLORATION OF CONSUMER ENGINEERING ... 65

many products, “search goods” in Nelson’s terminology, consumers can
sample or test goods before purchase.” Nelson differentiated search goods
from others, which are sufficiently complex in nature that consumers are
unable to gain sufficient information prior to purchase, which he called
“experience goods.” Transactions involving the latter possess similar charac-
teristics to open-ended, incomplete contracts because novel experience goods
are acquired in faith by consumers. Only through actually experiencing them
after purchase is the consumer genuinely able to judge whether the product
has met ex ante expectations. Substantial experimental evidence from behav-
ioral economists conclusively shows that poorly informed consumers facing
complex products typically prefer not to purchase the product, rather than
run the risk of making an incorrect decision.® Economists call this risk to
transactions from the relative ignorance of one party the adverse selection
effect.

Nelson went on to identify a class of goods where consumers would not
even be able to judge the utility after experiencing them: credence goods.?
For some quasi-open-ended transactions, there is also the additional risk of
moral hazard where one party has the power to exploit the other without
being detected, so where sellers can exploit buyers’ gullibility. This leads to
what Akerlof described as the “lemons” problem.!® In markets for credence
goods characterized by information asymmetry, where the seller possesses
more information than the buyer and where the buyer suspects that the seller
may act opportunistically, the buyer will insist on a discount in the price to
reflect the cost of insuring against their possible exploitation by the seller (or
of the purchase turning into a “lemon,” the American slang expression for
dud cars). Without such price cuts, consumers will withdraw from the market
as the risk of them losing out to opportunistic sellers appears too great. In
some markets, the reduction in price demanded by consumers to insure them
against the risks of moral hazard may be easily absorbed or passed on to sup-
pliers. But in markets characterized by very high sunk costs, producers may
not be able to pay the consumers’ implicit insurance premium. To overcome
such a strong propensity to consumer withdrawal, producers must invest in
developing communication channels not only to disseminate relevant infor-
mation about the product itself but also to convince consumers of their trust-
worthiness.!! The penalty of continued consumer suspicion of opportunistic
producer behavior is lower prices, lower profits, and even market breakdown.

The probability that an experience good will become a credence good
depends on the extent of the threat of moral hazard. For example, there
are several kinds of experience goods that spur repeat demand; the products
are consumed typically shortly after purchase, leading to further repeat pur-
chases, subject to some satisfaction threshold being met. Consumers here are
neither able to consume at the point of purchase (like most services) nor to
sample before purchase (like search goods), but they are able to benefit from
the information about the product generated by their previous purchases.
The risks of novelty and the dependence on the producer’s promise are not
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eradicated, but are modified to one where producers commit to ensure future
purchases are consistent with previous ones.

For novel durable goods, however, consumers are more dependent on an
entrepreneur’s promise because the transactions are not repeated purchases
(and so consumers possess no information from previous purchases), but
also because once a durable good has been purchased, consumers have less
incentive to continue sampling and testing alternatives thereafter. Consumer
durables like computers or automobiles might be typical of these products.
Furthermore, consumer durables are typically more expensive and are treated
as quasi-investment goods. The possibility of a bad purchase therefore repre-
sents a higher long-term risk to consumer utility because of the time required
before the expense can be fully amortized and the product replaced.

Figure 4.1 summarizes this first step of setting out the problem posed by
information asymmetries. It illustrates that many transactions for novel goods
and services are unaffected by either moral hazard or adverse selection effects
and so face minimal risk of consumer withdrawal. For example, when both
adverse selection and moral hazard effects are low, in Box 1 (with novel
search goods like clothing perhaps), consumers are sufficiently informed to
pursue their own self-interest and fully commit to transactions. In Box 2, low
product complexity means minimal risk of adverse selection effects, but the
open-ended nature of the contract exposes consumers to the risk of moral
hazard. Entrepreneurial entry into these types of markets (domestic construc-
tion services perhaps) would have to devise contractual strategies to avoid
lemon-style insurance-related discounts (through stage payments perhaps).

In some markets for complex experience goods, Box 3, consumers face the
risk of adverse selection (it is too complex for them to know ex ante whether
the product will meet expectations), but consumption is sufficiently coinci-
dent with the moment of purchase to make the risk of moral hazard mini-
mal. These markets might be composed of nondurable goods and services.
In order to overcome the risk of complexity, entrepreneurs may seek to build
incrementally on existing products and services, thus enabling consumers to
draw comparisons either from their own or others’ previous transactions.

Fig. 4.1 Moral hazard,

adverse selection, and 2. Open-ended 4. Novel complex
the risk of consumer + incomplete consumer
withdrawal transactions durables
Moral
hazard 3. Complex
) 1. Search goods nondurables
(repeat goods)

- Adverse selection +
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For entrepreneurs engaged in markets like Box 4, where entrepreneurs
are introducing novel, complex, non-incremental durable goods, consumers
in the target market possess little relevant information and have little pros-
pect of independently accessing such information so as to make an informed
decision. There is therefore a high risk of adverse selection effects influencing
consumer reception. Moreover, because consumers have to pay up front, but
will have open-ended requirements, there is a strong risk of moral hazard.
Such markets, often for novel, high-tech durable products with high intel-
lectual property content, for instance, are a common feature of the entrepre-
neurship literature.!? Yet focusing on the characteristics of such markets from
the consumer’s perspective should lead to the conclusion that without appro-
priate market-making innovations, these are markets with a high risk of con-
sumer withdrawal and so high rates of entrepreneurial failure regardless of the
merits of the novel product itself.

PRODUCER RESPONSE: MARKET-MAKING INNOVATION
AND IMmprLICIT CONTRACTS

Nelson’s focus on the different properties of consumer goods is help-
ful because it indicates how producers might respond with different adver-
tising strategies when engaging with risk-averse consumers in transactions
characterized by varying degrees of information asymmetries. While this
was an advance on Akerlof (who, as Stiglitz reminds us, ignored the desire
of producers to supply more information!3), for the purposes of this article,
Nelson’s typology does not go far enough in explaining the difficulties facing
entrepreneurs in responding to such information asymmetries. Indeed, there
is nothing in Nelson’s analysis that necessarily leads to an entrepreneur hav-
ing to invest in a market-making response. Alternative institutional solutions
could easily be envisaged (standards, regulations, independent arbiters, etc.)
to overcome the problems with such transactions caused by information
asymmetries.'* To understand why in most consumer goods markets it is
producers who take on the role of reducing the risk of consumer withdrawal
from the threats of adverse selection and moral hazard rather than any other
party to the transaction, it is important to explain why consumers find it so
difficult to specify their wishes in advance of purchasing a product.

OVERCOMING COSTLY PRE-PURCHASE SPECIFICATION WITH CREDIBLE
COMMITMENTS AND IMPLICIT CONTRACTS FOR NOVEL PRODUCTS

Another way to conceptualize Nelson’s demarcation between credence, expe-
rience, and search goods is to understand that when consumers are unable to
specify their requirements prior to purchase, they will only be able to make an
informed judgment of a product’s utility after experiencing it. Consumers are
able to assess search goods, the look and feel of the fabric, for example, and
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so acquire sufficient information about the good’s likely utility before they
purchase it. For credence and experience goods, by contrast, making such an
assessment is impossible.

It is this inability to specify requirements before a purchase that so power-
fully demarcates consumer demand from business demand for novel complex
products. Businesses typically have a much greater understanding of the spec-
ification required for any particular new product, and so business-to-business
markets are often characterized by tenders and other sorting techniques to
ensure better matches between buyer and seller.!3

In the absence of clear specification from consumers, producers engage in
some guesswork in order to better identify more exactly what it is that con-
sumers desire but are unable to articulate. Producers may invest in market
and consumer research to acquire partial support for their decisions. But no
market research can provide perfect information, and so, in the end, pro-
ducers have to opt for a particular product or design with less than perfect
information about consumer desires.!® An entrepreneur making investment
decisions in the face of just such an absence of consumer specifications is what
Casson describes as exercising entrepreneurial judgment.!” It is this adoption
of specific techniques by producers (often using specialist assistance) to better
understand unarticulated consumer desires that historians have discussed as
consumer engineering.

Having made their decision, producers have to communicate with their
target audience about their particular novel product. But given that the real
underlying consumer demand factors remain unarticulated, producers engage
in communicating with consumers through tacit information like branding,
logos, and other forms of product and corporate imagery, using vehicles such
as advertising, sponsorship, public relations, and so on. Producers invest in
such intangible information with the aim of leading consumers to recog-
nize congruence between their unarticulated desires and what the firms are
offering.

Producers of complex consumer goods therefore have to communicate
with prospective consumers in order to convince them that the particu-
lar complex product is the solution to consumers’ problem. But they have
to do so in such a way that overcomes any reluctance to deal with complex-
ity (adverse selection) and mistrust (moral hazard). This is market making.
What makes it particularly difficult is that consumers are so unwilling to
prespecify their requirements that producers have to communicate solu-
tions to consumers without articulating what are, in effect, quasi-contractual
commitments.

The need for innovation in market making is therefore the outcome not
of information asymmetries per se, but rather of the evidently very high
costs to consumers of articulating more clearly their required specification
pre-purchase. If producers found market making more costly, then consum-
ers would have a stronger incentive to specify their own requirements and
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then invest in a search for the most suitable providers. Such a market, like
most business-to-business markets, would involve much reduced market-
ing costs, but much greater specification and search costs. Given the expense
of market-making innovations like brands and reputations, it is reasonable
to infer that consumers find it very costly to engage in any rigorous speci-
fication process. It is not so much that consumers “do not know what they
want” (Politz) but that they discover that it is too expensive for them to
find out.

Producers therefore have to provide sufficient relevant information to con-
sumers more cheaply than consumers can discover it themselves.!® Moreover,
it is firms that typically have the stronger incentive to resolve the risk of con-
sumer withdrawal rather than consumers because firms’ investments in sunk
costs associated with production are significantly greater than any individual
consumer’s search costs. It is producers, therefore, that will invest in con-
sumer engineering and other market-making strategies in order to make the
markets for complex consumer goods work to all parties’ satisfaction. When
consumers typically do invest in pre-purchase specification (for example, in
self-designed house construction), there is much less incentive for producers
to invest in brand creation (house builders, to continue the example, merely
tender bids on price and quality).

In some consumer goods sectors, then, typically complex durable goods,
where repeat purchases are rare, amortization costs are high, and consum-
ers find pre-purchase specification very costly, producers face the strongest
incentive to provide intangible product-specific information to consumers.
Firms see a real economic benefit to investing in consumer engineering and
other market-making innovations. If consumers believe the intangible infor-
mation offered by producers, the risks and hence the costs to contracting are
reduced, and so consumers will transact and they too will enjoy the economic
benefits of the transaction.

Such market-making solutions involve by definition the ability to meet a
consumer’s unarticulated, open-ended requirements and so require a firm
to go beyond the explicit contract of exchange—transferring the rights to
a good for a given price—to an implicit contract, where the producer com-
municates to the consumer that it will meet all their product-associated
demands, whether understood at the moment of transaction or not, whether
codified or not, and until some point in the future when consumer uncer-
tainty falls away approximately to zero. Such a commitment to unspecified
consumer requirements therefore represents unfunded guarantees to future
expectations. Implicit contracts are costly but necessary market-making
innovations.

Okun defined implicit contracts as “invisible handshakes” or “arrange-
ments that are not legally binding but that give both sides incentives to
maintain the relationship.”!” Substantial anecdotal or partial evidence of the
pervasiveness of implicit contracts can be drawn from a variety of contexts



70  A. GODLEY AND K. HERON

in which relationship is preferred to contract. Examples occur in the busi-
ness history literature on complex infrastructure projects,?’ in the interna-
tional management literature on German and Japanese corporate governance
systems,?! and in the cross-cultural management literature on Chinese man-
agers’ decision-making,?? to list but a few.

The economic literature on implicit contracts makes clear, however, that
markets so characterized are only able to function in the presence of support-
ive social norms. The most significant norm to be observed in experimen-
tal data is reciprocity.?3 Reciprocity’s importance in the behavioral economics
literature derives from its ability to enable markets characterized by implicit
contracts to function. It overcomes what Avner Greif has called “the funda-
mental problem of exchange.”?* But this observation implies that a transac-
tional relationship between entrepreneurs and consumers based on implicit
contracts exhibits more similarities with a “prisoner’s dilemma” view of the
world than does the conventional understanding of price-taking free markets.
Credible and long-term commitments to repeated exchange introduce signif-
icant constraints on both parties’ freedom of action, with consumer engineer-
ing characterized by producer promises to consumers. When this marketing
strategy succeeds, it is because consumers are able to judge from the evidence
of the transaction that the producer has kept the promise. The principle of
reciprocity then leads consumers to keep on purchasing, and producer rep-
utation is enhanced. On the other hand, should consumers detect from the
evidence of consuming that producers are reneging, trust will break and the
transactional relationship will fail.

Implicit contracts have been particularly influential in the economics of the
labor market, where the empirical observation of lower-than-expected levels
of volatility in employment and wages over the course of a business cycle has
been explained by “the hypothesis that contract wages embody implicit pay-
ments of insurance premiums by workers in favourable states of nature and
receipts of indemnities in unfavourable states.”?® The equivalent of this wage
rigidity in labor markets is price rigidity in consumer markets. The literature
here emphasizes that risk-averse consumers interpret any change in price or
quality that appears to favor producer interests as producer opportunism,
and so producers face a strong incentive to maintain price and quality to
avoid consumer boycotts.2® Once “the firm draws a clientele with attractive
implicit contracts, any deviation unfavourable to consumers is seen as a vio-
lation of these contracts.”?” The strongest empirical support for this is pro-
vided by Young and Levy’s excellent analysis of Coca Cola’s seventy years’
persistence with price rigidity, where the real price of Coca Cola was held
almost constant for over seventy years. There is also Godley’s interpreta-
tion of Singer’s enormous investment in its international sales organization.
Neither the cheapest nor technologically the best sewing machine, Singer

was nevertheless able to enjoy a dominant global market position for several
decades.?8
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To sum up, the first difficulty facing producers of novel complex dura-
bles is communicating to inarticulate consumers that such goods might meet
their needs. Because most complex durables possess strong elements of basic
multifunctionality, it is difficult for producers to signal likely post-purchase
usage to potential consumers through conventional promotion strategies.
Product complexity and consumer inability to prespecify requirements sug-
gest that an appropriate market-making solution to overcome the risk of
adverse selection would be for an entrepreneur to invest in signaling mech-
anisms to disseminate information that allows consumers to judge how
they might use the product. Historians’ research on consumer engineering
could here focus on the nature of signaling mechanisms adopted by such
producers.

The second difficulty relates to the open-ended nature of transactions. The
explicit contract is a spot transaction (or a near-spot transaction in cases of
installment purchases). But consumers will be aware of the risk of moral haz-
ard, as producers simply may not keep promises. For novel durable goods,
producers may initially offer attractive servicing and repair terms but subse-
quently change terms, for example. Entrepreneurs seeking to overcome con-
sumer propensity to withdraw because of the risk of moral hazard would
therefore need to make credible commitments not to change service condi-
tions in ways that might adversely affect consumers. But because consumers’
future requirements remain unspecified at the point of transaction, such a
commitment must be made through an implicit contract.

It follows that if implicit contracts are the preferred solution to overcom-
ing the threat of consumer withdrawal in markets for complex consumer
goods, entrepreneurs will need to invest in market-making innovations
that reduce the risks to consumers of adverse selection and moral hazard.
Historians of marketing might here want to explore the relationship between
product design and contractual design to better explain the significance of the
nature of the contractual transaction as a market-making innovation.

The most complete market-making response would be a comprehen-
sive presales demonstration and after-sales service that met all information
requirements for consumers of novel durables, much as has been described
for Singer.?? Such an investment would be hugely costly for entrepreneurs,
but it would signal a credible, market-making commitment to elicit consumer
trust at the market’s point of entry. This scenario would represent the ulti-
mate and most expensive example of consumer engineering.

Given the expense associated with such a market-making innovation,
entrepreneurs might simply pass on the costs of after-sales services to con-
sumers in the form of an explicit list of prices for a variety of services.3® But
charging the market rate for after-sales services opens up the possibility of
third parties establishing themselves as competing sources of such services. In
the long run, competition in the provision of after-sales service is unlikely to
impact firm strategy, but at the point of market entry where the need to elicit
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trust with consumers is the key to successful market making, competition in
after-sales service may undermine the credible commitments needed for the
relationship between entrepreneur and consumer to begin. Thus, produc-
ers will prefer to subsidize their after-sales services and so deter competitor
entry. Because the cost of such a subsidy has to come from product revenues,
premium pricing strategies have to be employed by producers. Otherwise,
the subsidy for market-support services is not viable. The provision below
cost of after-sales support and advice to consumers of complex durables
should therefore overcome much of the risk of potential consumer with-
drawal.3! The implication is that historians of consumer engineering need
also to take full account of producers’ pricing strategies as another element
of the relationship with consumers unable or unwilling to articulate their
desires.

CONCLUSION

This discussion of the theory of implicit contracts and market making takes as
its point of departure theoretical insights drawn from information econom-
ics about the consequences for information asymmetries in market relation-
ships and the high probability for these to lead to market failure of some sort.
The chapter then suggests that adapting game theory insights from “pris-
oners’ dilemma”-type scenarios suggests that the solution to such complex
transactions lies in producers cultivating consumers’ trust in their ability to
solve consumers’ problems. This insight can readily be applied to the rapid
growth of consumer engineering during the middle decades of the twentieth
century. This was the period of the consumer revolution and the introduction
of many novel, but complex consumer goods. But because consumers did not
articulate their desires or prespecity their requirements, it fell to producers to
communicate the benefits of these novel products and why they would solve
consumer problems. The criticism from consumer engineers of the time was
that consumers “do not know what they want” (Politz). But the conclusion
of this theoretical introduction would be that a better interpretation of con-
sumer behavior was that consumers discovered that it was too costly for them
to decide what they wanted.

Marketing materials shifted during the early decades of the twentieth cen-
tury from being dominated by explicit product information to growing use
of imagery and other forms of tacit information. As the twentieth century
progressed, producers increasingly moved to place consumers at the center
of their marketing initiatives. Indeed, as the concept of strategic marketing
emerged, so consumer requirements, rather than engineering constraints,
became increasingly central to product design. Consumer engineers like
Politz therefore had to develop tools and techniques to both identify con-
sumer desires and then persuade firms to adapt their offerings in order to
make these markets function optimally.
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CHAPTER 5

Shopping Malls and Social Democracy: Victor
Gruen’s Postwar Campaign for Conscientious
Consumption in American Suburbia

Joseph Malherek

The Viennese architect and urban planner Victor Gruen (1903-1980), who
emigrated to the United States after Hitler’s annexation of Austria in 1938, is
best remembered as the inventor of the suburban shopping center and of the
downtown pedestrian mall. This is the legacy for which he has been both cel-
ebrated and maligned in scholarly and popular accounts alike.! Gruen himself
was ambivalent about his American career, and after repatriating to Austria in
1968, he made it his mission to protect Europe from the kind of garish com-
mercial developments that had perverted his original vision for the shopping
center. The depth of Gruen’s disappointment was the inverse of the height
of idealism that motivated his original vision for the shopping center, which
he had seen as an organized, pedestrian-only community space that would
serve as a city center for the rapidly growing postwar suburbs. It was a tri-
umph of rational planning in the era of the Cold War, when such efforts at
social engineering were often suspected of being communistic and in oppo-
sition to the ideals of “free enterprise.” Along with Elsie Krummeck, his wife
and business partner, Gruen first articulated his idea of the shopping center
in a 1943 article for a special issue of Architectural Forum titled “194X,” in
which visionary architects imagined new building types for a hoped-for period
of postwar prosperity.? His vision finally came to fruition in the spring of
1954 with the opening of Northland, a mammoth shopping center in subur-
ban Detroit that set the mold for dozens of other shopping centers designed
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by Gruen, and for thousands of others designed by his imitators, over the
next quarter-century.

This chapter looks at Gruen’s postwar advocacy for the shopping center
concept and the ways in which its implementation was a conscious effort
on the part of developers, retailers, and their architectural consultants
to engineer built environments that would facilitate a pleasant, leisurely,
and free-spending consumer experience.® The liberty of American-style
consumption required the rational planning of a Viennese socialist. For
Gruen, who was as much urban planner as he was architect, the building of
shopping centers was an opportunity to create wholly new towns from scratch
according to his ideal of pedestrian spaces. He was grateful to be supported
by “merchant princes,” department store magnates motivated by more than
profits; a sense of pride in their communities inspired them to invest in build-
ing something big and bold that would have lasting value. The influence
of great city planners like Le Corbusier and the Viennese planners Camillo
Sitte and Otto Wagner was clear in Gruen’s shopping centers, which merged
modernism with a traditional reverence for the pedestrian ideal of the city
square, which Gruen reimagined as the pedestrian mall.* Also evident, and
perhaps more significant, was the progressive impulse of the Austrian Social
Democratic Party and its massive public housing projects in Vienna, the
Gemeindebanten, initiated in 1919. These “people’s palaces,” with shared
interior courtyards, were part of an effort to create an environment of
proletarian socialization, designed with the explicit purpose of instilling in
inhabitants communitarian values and a socialist consciousness.® Along with
Rudi Baumfeld, a childhood friend who would remain his lifelong confi-
dant and business partner, Gruen had won a prize in a design competition
for a public housing project near the beginning of his architectural train-
ing.® Remarkably, many of the features of these complexes—which included
kindergartens, playgrounds, swimming pools, meeting rooms, medical and
dental clinics, libraries, lecture halls, and shops—would reappear in Gruen’s
original conception of the shopping center, which was closer to an ideal town
than the purely commercial venture it eventually became.

Gruen was an ardent Social Democrat, and his commitment to democratic
values and the possibility of encouraging them in the built environment did
not wane when he was in the USA, despite his role in creating an emblem
of consumer capitalism. In applying his professional training and political
sensibility to the burgeoning consumer economy, Gruen was part of a wave
of émigré professionals that included the sociologist Paul Lazarsfeld, a fellow
Viennese Social Democrat and occasional participant in Gruen’s agitprop
political cabaret, who would become an innovative market researcher and
media analyst on the American scene. These émigrés brought with them the
political values and aesthetic sensibilities that characterized Jewish intellectual
life in Central Europe between the world wars. Whereas scholars like Victoria
de Grazia have emphasized the export of American values, business prac-
tices, and marketing methods to Europe,” this chapter considers Gruen as
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an importer of European political ideals and design ideas, which would pro-
duce a distinctly American building type in the shopping center. For Gruen,
Vienna served as the urban paradigm, a city where he learned that architec-
ture encompassed not just physical structures but the public spaces between
them. Architects were not merely servants of developers and their private
interests. They also fulfilled the critical social function of engineering spaces
in which individuals could express themselves as members of a community
through consumption, that vital element of the post-World War II economy.
Finally, I consider Gruen’s later years, when he repatriated to Vienna and,
ironically, became an evangelist against the kind of urban redevelopment that
he had witnessed in the USA. The collapse of commercial life in city centers
was partly due to the explosion of suburban shopping centers, which Gruen
feared would spread to Europe.

SELLING THE IDEA OF THE SHOPPING CENTER

Gruen began his American career in the late 1930s designing storefronts, shop
interiors, and department stores, first in New York with fellow architect Morris
Ketchum and then in Los Angeles with the designer Elsie Krummeck. When
he and Krummeck split in the late 1940s—personally and professionally—
Gruen founded his own firm, Victor Gruen Associates (VGA), and he focused
on making his vision for the shopping mall a reality. He had already cultivated
a reputation as a thoughtful analyst of retail architecture and its psychological
effects on paying and prospective customers. When addressing audiences of
retailers and designers, Gruen was philosophical about the theatrical elements
of the store, but he also expressed an intimate knowledge of the technical
requirements to produce an almost magical effect on the shopper. He said that
stores led a “double life,” as “factories with machinery” that were concealed
by their “gayer” side as showplaces for merchandise, designed inside and out
to arouse consumers’ desires. Gruen maintained that the work of designing a
commercial structure was not so different from the business of the theater in
that it required keen attention to “showmanship.” Indeed, Gruen had a back-
ground in theater as an actor, manager, and producer for Vienna’s Political
Cabaret, an agitprop theater troupe, which had been forced underground
in the 1930s. After Hitler’s Anschluss of Austria in 1938 drove its members
into exile, Gruen reconstituted the Viennese performers in New York as the
Refugee Artists Group, keeping its antifascist, social-democratic ethos in two
successful revues. Gruen’s experience staging such productions informed his
professional career through his belief that an intelligent design could create
the right “atmosphere,” a feeling of restfulness, luxury, and good taste that
would encourage shoppers, usually women, to linger longer and spend more
money.3

Gruen was unimpressed by what passed for a “shopping center” in the
late 1940s, and in 1949, he claimed that no center “in the real sense of the
word” had yet been constructed. The so-called shopping centers that had
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been developed merely used the “old formula” of “more or less correlated”
stores on two sides of a busy highway. Postwar suburban shopping areas were
typically located in “Miracle Miles” along main thoroughfares. These strips
taxed shoppers’ nerves with noise, gasoline odors, the danger of crossing busy
streets, and even the steady reflection of moving objects—cars—in the show
windows of stores. They were, Gruen said, nothing more than newly created
Main Streets with all of the disadvantages and none of the advantages of the
Main Street setup. While the downtown stores were designed to serve the
pedestrian, suburban stores served only the driver. Developers had failed to
change the design of shopping centers for the suburban context. They made
no attempt to incorporate themselves into the character of the residential
neighborhood, and they employed garish designs in a “never-ending race” to
attract the attention of shoppers.’

The main design feature of the shopping center Gruen envisioned was to
segregate pedestrian traffic from automobile traffic, parking, and store deliv-
eries in order to create “psychological comfort” for shoppers. The stores of a
shopping center did not face the street. Instead, they lined colonnades that
surrounded a central courtyard or landscaped area—the mall that would
later become a synecdoche for the total idea of the shopping center. The mall
would be “enlivened” by such things as kiosks and juice stands, and it would
be landscaped with trees, shrubbery, flower beds, and fountains, which gave
it the character of a large park. “It is difficult to prove that a tree ever sold
one penny’s worth of merchandise,” said Gruen, but “the eye needs respite
from observing thousands of cars and large groups of buildings.” The com-
munal atmosphere would be encouraged through benches, walkways, and
public announcement boards, which would invite “leisurely shopping.” This
“inward-looking” orientation was intended to create a restful atmosphere
in which patrons would spend long periods of time strolling, socializing,
having meals, and, of course, purchasing goods. Rather than seeing a strip of
individualized stores, patrons would tend to think of the complex as a whole,
and the mall plan with shops on both sides had the advantage of doubling the
frontage along any particular strip.'?

Designed with the perspective of the shopper in mind, nothing was to
interfere with the pleasantness of the shopping experience. All of the service
areas, utilities, and functional elements of the shopping center were to be
hidden from the shopping areas. Service roads would run on a lower level to
underground receiving areas, and in no place would the service roads cross any
roads or walkways that were used by customers (Fig. 5.1). Foot traffic would
be directed from the parking lots to the center, and direct access to individual
stores would not be permitted from the parking areas. This was an important
element of the plan: Shoppers would be exposed to other shops even if they
only intended to visit one, and the single entrance and exit to shops facil-
itated the proper display of “impulse” items. As he had done in his earlier
designs of shopfronts, which made creative use of exterior arcades to funnel
potential customers into the showroom, Gruen reimagined the retail space
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Fig. 5.1 Victor Gruen on Margaret Arlen’s television show, January 25, 1953.
Gruen explains a key principle of his shopping center design to TV host Arlen, the
use of underground tunnels to segregate delivery truck traffic from customer car traf-
fic and pedestrian areas. Source: Victor Gruen Papers, Manuscript Division, Library
of Congress, Washington, DC.

in ways that were meant to engineer consumers. His shopping center would
be more than the sum of its parts: Individual stores would benefit from being
part of a collective, and they would also be served by the co-location of a
large department store, which would serve as an “anchor.” The entire devel-
opment would have a cohesive architectural treatment, and tenants would
be subject to certain restrictions on the size of signs, the use of neon, and
the choice of colors and materials in storefronts. Yet they would be given the
freedom to express their individuality so long as they did it in a “harmonious
and esthetically pleasant manner.” Gruen proposed other amenities such as
theaters, exhibit halls, public meeting rooms, and even nurseries where moth-
ers could deposit their small children as they shopped. Overall, the center was
designed to be more than just a place for suburbanites to shop. Consumers
would associate the shopping center with “all activities of cultural enrichment
and relaxation,” argued Gruen.!!

With the help of Larry Smith, a real estate analyst and economic advisor
who would become a key partner, Gruen’s concept of the shopping center
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evolved to become a social theory and a financial arrangement as well as an
architectural plan. Writing in 1952 in the journal Progressive Avchitecture,
Gruen and Smith defined the shopping center as a “conscious and
conscientious cooperative effort by many private commercial enterprises to
achieve a specific purpose: more and better business.” But while the center
was a cooperative commercial enterprise, it would also serve a social function
by filling the “vacuum” created by the absence of civic “crystallization points”
in the suburbs. Gruen and Smith acknowledged that city centers were shrink-
ing, in terms of both population and social importance, while the suburbs
were expanding. The regional shopping center would serve as a “satellite”
downtown area to provide the social function of a city center for suburban-
ites. But it was also an opportunity to build a better downtown, designed
“scientifically” to disguise the “ugly rash” on the body of cities, namely the
utilitarian elements, those smokestacks, electrical lines, roadways, and signs
that had accumulated ad hoc. In contrast, the shopping center would be a
planned, coordinated design that would produce a pleasing atmosphere
with “magnetic powers” to attract people and keep them there. (Some later
observers described this as the “Gruen effect.”) It would be a pedestrian
oasis in an automobile age, with conformity, but not uniformity, as its aim.
Gruen drew inspiration from his native Vienna as well as Turkish and Arabian
bazaars and the commercial arcades of nineteenth-century Paris, which were
the product of a cooperative effort by merchants to create a safe, weather-
protected space for shoppers. While he accepted the dominance of the “auto-
borne” consumer in postwar suburban life, he ultimately aimed to extract that
consumer from her car for a pleasant stroll along a shopping mall.!?

NORTHLAND

By the late 1940s, Gruen was commuting frequently between Los Angeles
and New York on business (and to visit his mistress, Lazette van Houten,
who would later become his third wife). One day in 1948, he found himself
stranded in Detroit, where his plane had made an emergency landing due to
bad weather. He decided to make use of his time there by visiting the famous
J. L. Hudson department store. The mammoth Hudson’s was a landmark
in downtown Detroit. Occupying an entire city block, it was a bulwark of
consumption in an increasingly desolate city center. Yet even an institution
like Hudson’s was threatened by the new wave of postwar suburbanization
and the trend to decentralization, driven by the democratization of auto-
mobile transportation. Though he was warned that it would be impossible
for an outsider, and particularly a Jew, to get a meeting with Oscar Webber,
the president of the company, Gruen persisted in engaging Webber’s subor-
dinates, and eventually on a later visit got a meeting with Webber himself.
Despite Webber’s reluctance to diminish the mightiness of the downtown
store with smaller satellites, Gruen managed to convince him of the wisdom
of planning suburban branch stores around his own “shopping towns,” and
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that Gruen was the man for the job. This gave Webber the opportunity to
take on the role of more than a merchant: He could become a civic leader.!3

Gruen introduced his plan for Northland, which would be the first built of
several planned centers, to the Detroit Chapter of the American Institute of
Architects in January 1952.'* The plan called for sixty different types of mer-
chandising and service facilities, ranging from dress shops to cigar kiosks, with
parking space for 5500 customers’ cars and 900 employee cars. The entire
center would cover eighty acres, but an additional 100 acres surrounding the
plot would be held “in reserve” as a buffer against the residential area, and
for the future expansion of the center’s shops and parking lots. Northland
was designed specifically for the customer behind the wheel, but the design
strictly segregated customer car traffic from delivery truck traffic, which was
directed to underground tunnels. Each store would have access to these base-
ment loading docks. The shops would also be integrated by a central heat-
ing and air conditioning system. Gruen designed a space for pedestrians at
the core of the center that would be completely free of automobiles—the
signature feature of his centers. Covered colonnades would provide shoppers
protection from the weather. The spaces between buildings would follow the
pattern of European cities—landscaped as parks, courts, plazas, and malls
that would provide a commercial-free respite from shopping. The Hudson’s
branch store (at 470,000 square feet, the largest ever built to that point)
would be at the heart of the store group, surrounded on three sides by ten-
ant buildings. The idea was to direct customers through the inner malls with
the hope of creating an intensity of pedestrian traffic “comparable to down-
town streets.” While each shop along the mall would be free to express its
own character, all would be subject to certain controls designed to create a
pleasant harmony rather than a “dissonant” relationship between adjacent
shops. A standard lettering type for all signs, set in Mondrian-like frames, was
created by a graphics consultant to further integrate the collection of shops.
Gruen also believed that the shopping center should be a community “focal
point,” and so his plans included club rooms, meeting halls, a public audito-
rium, a common kitchen, public toilets, and a nursery “where children can be
checked while Mother shops.”!®

When it opened in March 1954, the $22.5 million, 80-store Northland
Center was an immediate sensation for the shopping public, exceeding all
sales expectations with daily visits of forty to fifty thousand customers. It was
also a revelation for architects and developers. Architectural Forum called it
a “planning classic” on the level of Rockefeller Center in New York. It was
the “first modern pedestrian commercial center” based on the “market town”
plan that was both physically and psychologically suited to shopping. In this
sense, it was a “rediscovery” rather than an invention. It had all of the “visual
vigor” of downtown but with an architectural unity imposed by Gruen.
Even the center’s public sculptures were, according to Gruen, an “integral
portion” of the architectural treatment of the outdoor space. Northland
was immediately recognized as a potential model for city planners looking
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to revitalize “blight-spotted decaying shopping districts” downtown. “The
things we learn in building shopping centers are the things that can save the
cities,” said Gruen. He believed that the success of Northland was proof that,
even in the heightened Cold War context of American “free enterprise,” plan-
ning could be socially acceptable, not communistic.!6

Reviews of Northland in the popular press were just as enthusiastic as the
celebratory accounts in the trade papers. The journalist Dorothy Thompson,
writing for the Ladies Home Journal, called Northland a “tiny city” and
a “model of enlightened planning.” It was the perfect example of “social
co-operation” between merchants, architects, sculptors, artists, and civic-
minded citizens, and yet it was “entirely the creation of private enterprise.”
While shopping had been typically regarded as an exhausting activity, a job,
Thompson managed to shop at Northland for six hours, she claimed, without
feeling any fatigue. The labor of shopping was transformed into the pleasure
of consumption.!” Life magazine called it the “most elegant” of the new
shopping centers in the USA, having the air of a bazaar with its fanciful sculp-
tures, fine architecture, music, and “pure gaiety.” Family Circle observed that
this “spirit of gaiety” created an atmosphere friendly to children and adults
alike. McCall’s profiled a resident of suburban Detroit who exclaimed that
Northland was “like a park with stores!” that made shopping so “fun” that
even her husband was eager to join her on Saturday shopping trips. About
a year into Northland’s operation, the New York Times called it a “fabulous
success” that was projected to have sales of $80 million for the first year, $30
million more than initial projections. By 1960, the 50,000 shoppers who
daily visited Northland, accommodated by 10,000 parking spaces, would be
driving more than $100 million in annual sales.'8

SHOPPING CENTER EVANGELISM

Gruen was not the only shopping mall designer. The first shopping center
implemented in a “completely planned fashion” was Seattle’s Northgate,
designed by John Graham, which opened in 1950. Gruen’s former colleague
Morris Ketchum was also busily designing centers, and his Shoppers’ World
opened near Boston in 1951. But Gruen was perhaps the most articulate and
visionary, and his firm had completed fifteen shopping center designs by the
fall of 1954.1° By the fall of 1955, in addition to the large regional centers
like Northland, there were an estimated 1000 smaller shopping centers in
operation with another 2000 under construction or in the planning stage.
The new centers served a surging suburban population, which was growing at
four times the rate of the country as a whole.2?

Gruen was more than an architect or contractor. He was the spokesman
of a movement for a “truly new building type.” Because the shopping center
was a new concept, he had to convince town planners, developers, finan-
ciers, and the general public that the idea had both commercial and social
value, and that there was a right way to do it that required “conscientious,
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scientific planning.” Gruen believed that the chaos of the free market was
insufficient to engineer efficient spaces of consumption. He spoke out against
the “archaic hodgepodge” of unplanned, “anarchistically-growing” shopping
districts in favor of his planned, integrated shopping centers, which avoided
the “honky-tonk” appearance of the “helter-skelter” alternative. Rather
than one long mall, Gruen’s many malls and courts made more efficient
use of space, and they concentrated customer traffic. Gruen sometimes also
“stacked” his shopping streets with two levels of storefronts facing his malls,
effectively doubling the selling space. The centralization of services and
utilities, furthermore, made operations cheaper for tenants and allowed them
to devote their space completely to merchandising.?!

Gruen understood the shopping center as an organization of separate
architectural elements into an integrated whole that was coordinated with the
surrounding area and its sociological composition. He made the case for what
he called “premerchandising,” that is, the deliberate selection of tenants to
produce a balanced retail market in the center that maintained competition
while avoiding redundancies. Premerchandising was one of many ways in
which the planned shopping center relied on the studies of economic ana-
lysts, traffic consultants, and other specialists who lent their knowledge to the
planning of the center. Gruen did not withhold his disdain for the unplanned,
haphazard suburban development of the postwar years, and he laid much of
the blame for the “vast desert” of unhappy shopping on the “tyranny” of the
automobile, which was in his opinion the cause of much poor urban plan-
ning. After Northland was built and its success was proven, Gruen had a
ready example of his ideal of the planned shopping center, which was pred-
icated on the separation of automobile and shopper, producing the pleas-
ant atmosphere of “untroubled joy” on the pedestrian malls. Despite the
prevalence of the automobile, Gruen insisted that people still were not only
willing but happy to walk, so long as they were in a pleasing environment.
Centers like Northland were, according to Gruen, natural heirs to the Greek
agora and the European and New England towns where commerce, culture,
and society were woven together in town centers. Moreover, the shopping
center idea was not just for the suburbs. Gruen immediately recognized it as a
model for the redevelopment of American downtowns, a mission that would
come to define his later career.??

SOUTHDALE

Gruen’s work for Oscar Webber on the Northland shopping center led
directly to a major contract with the Dayton Company of Minnesota, which
operated the Dayton’s department store. Like Webber, the Dayton broth-
ers were what Gruen called “merchant princes.” The members of this kind
of family business were motivated not only by commercial interests but also
by a desire to improve the reputation of their family “empires.” They felt a
responsibility to future generations, and they tended over their stores in a
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“paternalistic” manner, as though they were little fiefdoms. Gruen believed
that these were the ideal clients for a designer of shopping centers, and it did
not hurt that Webber, a close friend of the Dayton family, virtually insisted
that the brothers hire Gruen for the job.?3

In June 1952, Donald C. Dayton, president of the company, announced
plans for a $10 million “shopping and residential project” in the Minneapolis
suburb of Edina. Envisioned as a “satellite downtown” serving a popula-
tion of 250,000 within a fifteen-minute drive, it would resemble Northland
and other Gruen-designed projects with its emphasis on social and cultural
integration in the community. It was to be the first of several suburban
centers ringing the city. In addition to the shopping center, the ambitious
development plan called for a school, a park, a playground, an amusement
center, restaurants, nurseries, office buildings, a medical center, an auto
service station, and a fire station. The center would only occupy eighty-six
acres of a 500-acre plot purchased by the Dayton Company. The “buffer”
zone surrounding the center was meant to control future development and
prevent parasitic “commercial slum areas.” Indeed, the Dayton Company
planned to profit from this “blight-proof” area by leasing the property, whose
value would have increased due to the very presence of the center.?*

But Southdale also included an important innovation that distinguished
it from Northland. The harsh Minnesota climate permitted only 126 “ideal
weather shopping days” a year, so the center would be connected by malls
and a central plaza that were completely closed off from the outdoors. While
working on another department store project for Dayton’s, Gruen had expe-
rienced the extreme climate of Minnesota with its very cold winters and very
hot summers, and he became convinced that a covered and “climatized” pub-
lic area was required for Southdale. Gruen called this an “introvert” design,
and he made comparisons to the Galleria Vittorio Emanuele in Milan and
the nineteenth-century arcades and classic department stores in European
cities. Open shopfronts would face malls and courts that would be centrally
heated in the winter and cooled in the summer to maximize efficiency. The
glass enclosure would be “scientifically lighted” to give visitors the illusion
of being out-of-doors in a paradise of “perpetual spring.” Gruen’s central
market square would be surrounded by “stacked” streets—two levels of store
frontage.?®

The architectural and retail professions were generally very kind to Gruen’s
Southdale design. The trade journal Architectural Forum marveled at the
success of the artificial environment, which “uncannily” conveyed the feel-
ing of a metropolitan downtown within the confines of a single building.
Yet Southdale was not exactly downtown. It was an “imaginative distillation”
of downtown’s magnetic elements—the variety, the lights and color, the busi-
ness and bustle. According to the Forum, it actually improved on downtown
by eliminating dirtiness and chaos, and by adding sidewalk cafes, art, plants,
attractive walkways, a charming central court, and the many quaint lanes
leading to it. While other shopping centers had fallen short in their efforts
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to mimic downtown, Southdale made the real Minneapolis downtown appear
“pokey and provincial” relative to its manufactured metropolitan atmosphere.
The new center was, the journal gushed, more than the sum of its parts.2%
But not everyone was impressed. After a visit to Southdale shortly after its
opening, the renowned architect Frank Lloyd Wright called it a “barracks”
wholly lacking in imagination and with “as much life as a cardboard box.”
“You have tried to bring downtown out here,” said Wright dismissively,
referring to the center’s suburban setting. “You should have left downtown
downtown.”?”

PLANNING IN THE PosTWAR ERA

Gruen’s experience working on downtown redevelopment elevated him as a
public figure, but it also exposed him to the political and ideological frus-
trations of working in the American system. Gruen was particularly bothered
by antipathy to the concept of planning that he so frequently encountered,
often from business interests like the parking garage owners who rallied to
defeat his visionary plan to create a pedestrian-only zone in downtown Fort
Worth, Texas. Described in one account as “one of the most articulate men in
his profession,” Gruen became increasingly outspoken. “Planning” was prac-
tically a dirty word in the USA, almost as bad “as if Lenin had invented it,”
he said. Gruen, an old Viennese Social Democrat, lamented that his adopted
country suffered from the notion that planning was “a terrible thing, like
socialism or worse, and that we have to leave everything to rugged individu-
alism.” Gruen argued that the success of shopping centers like Northland was
proof that planning meant good business, and that some merchants seemed
to know this better than politicians. He scoffed at absurd outcomes from the
obstinate idea that any kind of planning presented a threat to liberty: “How
much liberty does a man have sitting in a 90-mile-an-hour car in a frozen
traffic jam?” Indeed, Gruen annoyed many businessmen in the automobile
industry with his persistent critiques of American car culture and its ruinous
effect on cities. He also faced the wrath of those who saw the automobile as a
precious commodity and status symbol.?8

What Gruen called “democratic planning” sought to enrich human life
by producing a “physical and sociological framework” that did not force
individuals to conform, but rather created the “shapes and patterns” in which
harmonious coexistence and individual expression were possible. He sought
to calm the nerves of those who saw the “threat of socialism” in urban rede-
velopment and renewal by reminding them that the projects were constituted
by a partnership of private businesses, community leaders, and government
officials. Moreover, he noted that private enterprise and private consultants
designed, constructed, and profited from those projects. The goal of planning
was not to autocratically determine people’s actions, but to establish the
basis for the “greatest achievable individualistic expressions” that could coex-
ist harmoniously. By the mid-1960s, as the role of government in building
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public infrastructure and preserving the social welfare became more firmly
established during the Kennedy and Johnson administrations and through
“urban renewal” efforts, Gruen witnessed wider public acceptance of the
idea of planning, to the point where it became fashionable. Gruen was even
invited to work on the planning plank for Kennedy’s 1960 presidential cam-
paign platform.?’

Gruen cemented his status as the guru of the shopping center with the
1960 publication of his Shopping Towns USA: The Planning of Shopping
Centers, which became a veritable bible among shopping mall planners.3?
Gruen wrote the book with Larry Smith, the economic analyst with whom
he had collaborated on many projects, including Northland. The book exam-
ined nearly every technical aspect of mall planning from the perspectives of
an architect and an economist, but it also advocated the idealist vision of
the shopping center that Gruen had been refining for more than a decade.
The term “shopping towns” was justified, the authors felt, because shopping
centers, in their ideal form, ought to take on the characteristics of “urban
organisms” that served myriad human needs and activities. Gruen and Smith
presented planned shopping centers as the solution to the “amorphous
conglomeration” of suburbia in which merchants struggled to organize
their activities. They assuaged the fears of businessmen worried about the
authoritarian effects of planning, assuring them that it would create a vibrant,
stimulating environment that would encourage the “pursuit of happiness.”

Gruen believed that Americans had concentrated their efforts on improving
private living standards while neglecting the public environment. In many
ways, Gruen was not a great architect of buildings. Individually, his struc-
tures were inconspicuous and unremarkable. Instead, he excelled as a plan-
ner of public spaces that also had a commercial component. He believed that
the spaces between buildings were at least as important as the buildings them-
selves. Indeed, Gruen came to regard himself as an “environmental” archi-
tect who concerned himself with the total man-made and “man-influenced”
environment. The architecture of an individual structure became “pathetically
inconsequential,” Gruen argued, when it was surrounded by the “anarchy”
of industrial and commercial slums. Even when he was designing store inte-
riors, he was interested in creating the proper atmosphere through “psycho-
logical lighting,” which could affect the mood of the shopper. Gruen had
always been sensitive to the “noisiness and disorderliness” of the kind of street
signs and billboards that cluttered shopping strips, each seeking to attract
more attention than the next, creating a total visual cacophony. His shopping
centers—with their nondescript exteriors, introverted character, and pleas-
ant courtyards accented with modern art—were an attempt to ameliorate the
environmental chaos of the commercial strip. He knew that schemes to max-
imize the profit potential of every bit of space—such as a plan to convert the
space over the main waiting room in New York’s Grand Central Terminal into
three stories of shops and bowling alleys—failed to comprehend the “psycho-
logical lift” that came from a pleasant environment.3!
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A REORIENTATION TOWARD EUROPE

By the mid-1960s, Gruen’s firm had designed more than forty shopping
centers, and it had established satellite offices in New York and Chicago in
addition to its base in Beverly Hills. VGA also operated temporary project
offices in cities where it had major clients, such as Detroit, Minneapolis, and
San Francisco, and it maintained an international clientele in Australia, South
America, and Europe. Its projects included not only shopping centers, but
also public buildings, churches, schools, office buildings, banks, exhibitions,
and New Towns. By 1966, Gruen’s six partners and staff of nearly 300—
which included not only architects and engineers, but also transportation
planners, merchandising analysts, graphic artists, interior designers, econo-
mists, and other specialists—began to operate more independently of him.3?
In response to the increasing demand for his consulting services abroad,
Gruen founded Victor Gruen International (VGI), which began in Gruen’s
Bel Air home but was eventually based in Vienna. Though VGI was origi-
nally conceived as a branch of VGA, Gruen eventually dissolved his relation-
ship with his old firm and reestablished himself in Europe. At the opening of
the new VGI office in May 1967, Gruen promised to combine his American
experience with the European tradition; however, he generally disclaimed
the moniker of “American expert” when speaking to European audiences.
He claimed to be a cosmopolitan, citing his intimate knowledge of the fun-
damental differences between the social and cultural conditions on both
sides of the Atlantic and referring to his work experience on several conti-
nents. He emphasized that the first thirty-five years of his life were spent in
Vienna, where he had been educated and had opened his first architectural
office. While he acknowledged his role as a pioneer of regional shopping
center design, he insisted that he was a generalist in the “much wider battle
area of the manmade urban environment.” Indeed, he had stated his urban-
ist passions clearly in his 1964 book, The Heart of Our Cities, advocating
for the critical role of planning in reviving American downtowns, which by
then had become decayed and chaotic largely through the dominance of the
automobile.33 Gruen warned that America’s “urban crisis” and the disfigura-
tion of the cityscape, most strikingly in Los Angeles, threatened Europe, too.
“During the 29 years I have spent in the United States up to now, I have seen
the tragedy with my own eyes,” said Gruen, gloomily. “You as Europeans
have been spectators in the audience of the great American urban tragedy.”3*
Gruen’s frustration with the American system had mounted over the
years, and he grew increasingly disenchanted and pessimistic about the pos-
sibilities for reform. The postwar years in the United States had been a time
of great technological and sociological change, but the rapid pace of change
had led Americans to make “mistake after mistake” as they failed to recognize
the “essential supremacy of human values.” Gruen felt that his city planning
designs, more important to him now than his shopping centers, were repeat-
edly stymied by the question of racial integration. He came to see the failure
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of U.S. society to live up to the ideals of the Declaration of Independence,
namely, that all men were created “equal.” He also detested the “one-sided
pursuit for ever more money and ever more materialistic growth” that
seemed to define American ideology. He began to resent the artificiality and
unhealthiness of the “air-conditioned life” in which he found himself living in
Los Angeles, and he even sympathized with his children and other “hippies”
as they protested against a life defined by material things. The last straw,
perhaps, was the “urban crisis” in the USA, characterized by slums, white
flight, and riots, all of which Gruen believed to stem from the “weak” sense
of urbanity that plagued American cities. The impossible situation led Gruen
to view the entire country as almost a lost cause, and he began to see it as his
mission to save Europe from a similar fate.3

In the spring of 1968, Gruen founded the Victor Gruen Foundation for
Environmental Planning, with an office in Los Angeles, electing himself as
president. Upon reaching his sixty-fifth birthday on July 18, he formally
resigned from the presidency of VGA and moved his base of operations to
Vienna, where he directed VGI. For a time, he also had a separate company
based in Switzerland called Victor Gruen Planning and Architecture.
He confessed to leading a “gipsy life,” going back and forth between Vienna,
Los Angeles, and New York, and also working in France, Belgium, Italy, and
Germany. By the early 1970s, however, he had settled more permanently into
the city of his birth, where he lived and worked for most of the remainder of
his life.36

Gruen had gone from being the inventor of the shopping center to being
its most enthusiastic and articulate evangelist to being, toward the end of his
life, its fiercest critic because of what it had become, a thing devoid of the
idealism that had motivated his original designs. As he reestablished himself
in Vienna in the 1970s, he took on the cause of warning European city plan-
ners not to make the same mistakes that had occurred in the United States
over the past thirty years. He lamented the fact that the “environmental and
humane” concepts which were the basis for his original vision of the shop-
ping center had been completely forgotten in favor of arrangements whose
only merit was commercial profitability. Shopping centers were no longer the
projects of the “merchant princes” like Oscar Webber and the Daytons of
Minnesota, the ambitious clients who had the wherewithal to realize Gruen’s
vision. Now they were planned by “anonymous” real estate enterprises with
no interest in building a legacy or strengthening a community. Instead,
these faceless corporations were only interested in making money. At the
same time, Gruen reluctantly admitted that suburban shopping centers had
delivered the final “death blow” to the suffering central cities by driving out
nearly all commercial activity there.

As tragic as this history was in the USA, Gruen felt that it would be even
more tragic in Europe because American cities were relatively young and their
downtowns had never had as much “to offer” as the traditional European
central city. Gruen feared that the urban character of cities like his beloved
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Vienna was threatened by the development of “uni-functional” shopping
centers, which produced a “monoculture” that compromised the essential
variety of urban life. He developed this theme in his 1973 book Centers for
the Urban Environment, in which he expressed a new environmentalism and
sought to atone for his sins as father and evangelist of the shopping center,
while remaining proud of Northland and Southdale as ideal types.3”

Toward the end of his life, however, Gruen’s mood shifted somewhat.
“The shopping centre is an extreme but by no means the only expression of
the effort of substituting naturally and originally grown mixtures of various
urban expressions by an artificial and therefore sterile order,” said Gruen
in London in 1978, speaking before an audience of shopping center own-
ers who were probably expecting a different tone from the inventor of the
shopping mall. The result was the creation of “functional ghettos” on the
model of Le Corbusier. These developments served only a single use. They
introduced the forced obligation of transportation between them as opposed
to livability within them. Gruen said that the conventional shopping center
was a thing of the past and that the members of his audience should focus on
creating “multi-functional” centers “for tomorrow.” While he regretted the
way that shopping centers had developed, he stuck to the values that he had
articulated in his original concept.38

Gruen did not soften his criticism after his declaration in London, and in
the last few years of his life, he became as well known for his antipathy toward
shopping centers as for being the man who had invented them. “I refuse to
pay alimony for those bastard developments,” he famously said of the ubiqui-
tous malls built by “fast-buck promoters and speculators.” He felt that these
developments were a perversion of his original concept. As he preached the
values of urbanity, namely, direct human communications, the easy and free
exchange of ideas and goods, and the easy access to a multiplicity of choices,
he urged audiences to forget about the “conventional” shopping center.
Shopping centers had been reduced to standardized malls, which appeared
the same whether in Detroit or in Houston. They were, with few exceptions,
fully enclosed no matter what the climate. Rather than being islands of urban-
ity in the suburban desert, these shopping centers completely lacked identi-
fication with their surrounding communities and had no purpose other than
merchandising. Gruen even supported a successful campaign to stop the con-
struction of a mall near Burlington, Vermont, which would have constituted
“premeditated murder of a city by robbing it of practically all its retailing.”3"

Gruen’s success as an architect of consumer environments with shops,
department stores, shopping centers, and downtown pedestrian malls was the
product of his upbringing in the urban density of Vienna during its transition to
modernity, his politicization as a Social Democrat in the new Republic of Austria
after World War I, the traumatic experience of his emigration to the United
States as victim of Nazi persecution, and, finally, his eagerness to establish him-
self as a forward-thinking professional in his adopted homeland. His personal
trajectory made his vision for the shopping center unique, but it was precisely
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the idealism behind is original design that led him to sour on the shopping
center as it ultimately developed. He had masterfully engineered the ideal
consumer environment, but the demands of capitalism had evacuated the
communal, democratic experience that was to have been at its core.
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CHAPTER 6

Consumer-Based Research: Walter Landor
and the Value of Packaging Design
in Marketing

Bernard Gallagher

Three distinct elements that advanced consumer convenience came together
to make the United States a more competitive marketplace in the first half
of the twentieth century: individual packaging for products, the expansion
of self-service stores in urban and suburban areas, and the rise of industrial
design. These key developments were well-established when Walter Landor
(1913-1995) toured the United States in 1939. Using consumer-based
research from the beginning of his industrial design business in 1941, he took
advantage of the new competitive marketplace, creating designs for packag-
ing, labels, and branding that made him successful and promised increased
sales of his clients’ products.

This chapter presents Landor as a “consumer engineer” who contributed
to the practice of consumer-oriented marketing by pre-testing his designs
for his clients. To ensure that his designs touched the consumer emotion-
ally, Landor’s firm conducted consumer-based research, and when projects
grew in scope and complexity, he adopted additional research methods.
Creating designs that made the ordinary more enjoyable, he embraced this
facet of consumer engineering from early in his career. This chapter identi-
fies key moments in Landor’s career and examines contemporary case studies
that highlight the interplay of package design and perceived product or brand
attributes that research-based design aimed to evoke.
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WALTER LANDOR—A TRANSATLANTIC BIOGRAPHY

During the second half of the twentieth century, Walter Landor, a pioneer in
graphics design for packaging and corporate branding, produced some of the
most recognized packages, labels, and brands.! He saw the importance of a
visual symbol for the success of a company and understood that the connec-
tion between the customer and the brand was as significant for his clients as
the products they produced. In his fifty years of work, his list of clients grew
constantly, beginning with local companies in the San Francisco Bay area and
eventually expanding to international corporations around the globe.

Soft-spoken and with a slight hint of an accent, Walter Landor was born
in Munich, Germany. He grew up surrounded by artists, many from his own
family, along with their social and professional connections. His professional
development began at home with his father, Fritz Landauer, a noted Jewish
architect of synagogues in early twentieth-century Germany who had been
influenced by the Bauhaus school.? The apprentice-like training he received
from his father expanded young Walter’s aptitude and his interest in contin-
uing his training and education as an architect. When it came time for him
to advance to the next level to learn architectural drafting, however, he real-
ized his own capabilities were limited. Thus, he later recalled, “I decided that
I would concentrate on designing everyday products that would make life
more pleasant and more beautiful and appeal to the mass audience.”3

So Landor turned to the study of design, also drawing on “the privilege
[of having been] brought up in an environment where the ideas of the
Werkbund and the Bauhaus” concerning industrial design had been very
influential.* It became apparent to him that he wanted to pursue industrial
design in order “to create a more aesthetically beautiful environment, to
increase the everyday enjoyment of life through design.”® On the basis of his
initial training from his father and in view of trends in the new schools of
design in Germany, he recognized the potential and power of design, how
it could affect the emotions of people, and decided to focus his career on
designing for the mass market.

In 1931, he was sent to Great Britain as an exchange student to study art
and to improve his proficiency in English. The head of the household where
he lived noticed his interest in design and introduced him to a friend at a local
advertising agency, where Landor then interned in copywriting and market-
ing. He went back home to Munich but returned to London and enrolled at
Goldsmith College of Art in London, where he studied under Milner Gray,
an established industrial designer. Shortly after graduation, he was offered
a job at Gray’s advertising and marketing company, where he was assigned
to design packages constructed of plastics (a newly developed material).®
In 1935, Misha Black joined the company, and together Gray, Black, and
Landor formed International Design Partnership (IDP). A year later, Landor
also became a Fellow of the Royal Society of Industrial Artists in Great
Britain.”
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While Walter continued his career in England, his family (father, mother, and
sister) remained in Germany. During the rise of the Nazi Socialists, the League
of German Architects banned his father from producing any additional work
as an architect. In 1937, Walter’s parents and sister emigrated to England, and
later his father set up shop as a designer of cemetery monuments in London.?

In 1939, the IDP team, including Landor, traveled to the United States
to install their portion of the British Pavilion at the New York World’s Fair.
During his time there, Landor met the American industrial design giants
Raymond Loewy, Walter Teague, and Henry Dreyfus. With war approaching
in Europe and wanting to stay longer in the United States, he took some time
away from the World’s Fair and decided to travel across the country. His plan
was to meet with other industrial designers and to learn about potential busi-
ness opportunities from his professional contemporaries in America. He also
wanted to see for himself “how American industrial designers had succeeded
so miraculously, so dramatically, more than we had in London.” In contrast
to his professional academic background, he found that American industrial
designers had a variety of experiences. As self-styled celebrities who embodied
all things modern in styling and design, American designers showcased their
products and promised to bring contemporary design home to the consumer.!?

Eventually, Landor made his way to Los Angeles in hopes of finding a job.
Hearing that there was a need for professional industrial designers in San
Francisco, he decided to travel up the coast to explore his prospects there.
Although San Francisco was not an industrial city, he found some food
processing companies in the area and realized that that might mean an oppor-
tunity in terms of labeling and packaging. Before starting his own design
business, however, he taught industrial design at the California College of
Arts and Crafts in Oakland, California, in January 1940. In the front row
was Josephine Martinelli, an artist and designer, who he would marry. After
spending just a brief period in San Francisco, he decided to settle in the Bay
area. In 1941, Walter and Jo, his wife and business partner, established Walter
Landor and Associates. In a 1993 interview, he recalled that San Francisco
served as his gateway to the rest of the world.!!

During his career, Walter Landor would demonstrate a versatility in indus-
trial design for everything from the graphics on packages for retail foods and
beverages to the carrier markings for commercial aviation and the corporate
symbols for giants in banking and finance. His design work underscored the
growing importance of product packaging and brand image in mid-century
mass marketing.

PACKAGING, CONSUMER DESIGN, AND THE USE OF RESEARCH

Retail packaging in all its forms is found on the shelves of supermarkets,
hardware stores, pharmacies, and a variety of specialty stores. It touches
nearly everything we purchase. The average modern supermarket stocks “tens
of thousands of different products that line the shelves”; however, shoppers
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are in contact with packaging without really noticing it. During an average
trip to the store, packaging competes for the buyers’ attention. While pacing
through the aisles, customers have only a limited time to select the product
they want from the shelf.12

In the postwar shopping environment, the trend in retail selling was
toward self-service supermarkets, so packaging played an increasing role in
selling the product inside the package. The package by itself, rather than staff,
had to promote the product and carry the manufacturers’ message about it.
Through its visual themes and appearance (colors, shapes, physical structures,
graphics, and fonts), the package had to convince the customer that the prod-
uct was worth purchasing.!® To that end, the designer of the package needed
to communicate the product to the consumer, not just “describe the contents
and how to . . . use [it].” The point was that “symbolic designs convey direct
or indirect messages about the product and its quality and value.”'* The role
of the package helped consumers to make their decisions. It also became con-
venient for the shopper to select a product off the shelf, make an impulse
purchase, or simply ignore the item, and then continue down the aisle. The
good design of a package could help boost the sales and profits of the right
product, while the wrong package could cause even a good product to fail.
In a 1956 interview, Walter Landor summarized the purpose of well-designed
packaging: to sell, “the package itself must do the talking.”'®

By the postwar years, business leaders were thus aware that the package
had grown into an important selling and advertising tool. While industrial
design was supposed to make things look better, packaging design needed to
do more. The designer also needed to know if the new package would make
the sale. To achieve the goal of designing successful packaging for his clients,
Landor adopted several methods. In particular, outcomes needed to be
pre-tested with consumers. Thus, his approach throughout the design process
for each client required close teamwork between designers and researchers.1®

Landor drew upon empirical consumer research integrated with creativity
to develop successful packaging and label designs for his clients. The design
process for a new account usually began with a review of the current and
previous graphics and packaging used by the client and its competitors.
The visual aspects of imagery, colors, designs, graphics, and fonts along with
the general appearance of the packaging were discussed. Design elements
were proposed for the project and added to the array of tools at the design-
ers’ disposal. The initial review process was necessary for Landor’s team to
get a feel for the value of the existing brand designs and product images and
the extent to which they sustained product recognition or brand equity with
the consumer.!” From the outset of the process, the preliminary review ses-
sions established a road map for testing the effectiveness of the designs, which
would be corroborated by Landor’s research group.

In the early 1950s, Landor began to take prototypes of his packaging and
label designs into supermarkets to solicit responses from shoppers. Typically, he
would present two or three comparable packages to individual shoppers and ask
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which one they liked best. He would then ask which one they would more likely
purchase, all while an assistant recorded the answers. It did not take long for
some supermarket managers to see Landor, often in a lab coat, stopping and ask-
ing shoppers questions, and soon the store manager would ask him to leave.!3

To avoid these confrontations while gathering answers to questions about the
designs, the Institute for Design Analysis, a Landor affiliate, was installed along-
side his studios. The Landor researchers at the Institute also built a supermarket
laboratory “to help designers and clients visualize the new packages in the real-
life context of grocery shelves” in a more controlled environment.!® Shoppers
would be randomly invited from the street to participate in a supermarket buy-
ing study. They were given a budget and tasked with buying certain types of
products, including those of Landor’s client and the client’s competitors. The
researchers would watch the invited shoppers from an inconspicuous location as
they passed through the aisles with their shopping carts. Afterward, the design-
ers and researchers would meet with the shoppers, individually or in groups,
in an interview room to gather additional data about the packaging. Often the
shoppers would be stopped and interviewed in the mock supermarket in order
to get an immediate response to their decision about one packaged product
versus a similar product fora different brand that they had put in their carts.?°
The inventory in the mock supermarket would be rotated over time with ten to
twenty-five different designs for the client’s products in order to determine how
well each version connected with the shoppers (Fig. 6.1).

Fig. 6.1 Setting up the supermarket lab. Source: The Walter Landor Design
Collection, Archives Center, National Museum of American History.
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By comparing results, the top three or four designs would rotate in again
until a final two or three could be presented to the client, along with the
interview feedback and supermarket data, for the client’s consideration and
approval.?! The research team eventually utilized five techniques to gather
data for the designs under consideration: individual interviews, panel sessions,
observations in the supermarket laboratory, interviews with real grocery
shoppers, and at-home interviews.?? Landor used these methods of consumer
research and interview feedback extensively for testing the designs of his
packages (Fig. 6.2).

He also employed a number of techniques beyond consumer research to
develop the final package design or brand image. One such technique he
established was regularly scheduled meetings with his designers in a sort of
free-for-all roundtable of the project team along with the senior designers and
Walter. These meetings were designated sessions for internal presentations
of the designs that provided objective critical reviews known throughout
the company as “crit sessions.” The ideas and suggestions of these meetings
were then shared among the project team members in a cross-team, in-house
review to gather ideas and creative suggestions from additional perspectives

Fig. 6.2 Interviewing a shopper. Source: The Walter Landor Design Collection,
Archives Center, National Museum of American History.
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and viewpoints. Based on the findings from their research and rounds of
feedback, including on the background of the client’s existing and historical
imagery, colors, designs, graphics, and fonts were presented and discussed.

From the results of the research, Landor and his team would determine
the two or three most “receptive” examples of designs that would be
presented to his clients. The choices (and often the comments) made by
the interview subjects would enable Landor’s teams to develop creative
designs, always with the client’s best interests in mind (per their directions)
as the team developed their final drafts for each project. At the same time,
his studies were never meant to be “full-scale” or comprehensive. He usually
recommended that his client contract with an independent research group to
reach their own conclusions.??

The increased sales and product recognition he achieved in the supermarket
for his clients enabled Landor to summarize the importance of the consum-
er-centered process this way: “Consumer research aids in the selection of the
chosen design, and often is used to continue the study of the effectiveness of
the selected package once it is launched. Consumer research makes its special
contribution from initial market studies to post-design evaluation.”?*

THE ATTRIBUTES OF SUCCESSFUL PACKAGING
ACCORDING TO LANDOR

Through the initial contact and interview with the client’s leadership, who
presented the particular intentions for their products along with the basic
attributes and aims of their packaging, Landor and his team of researchers
and designers explored multiple designs based on the rounds of research
and matched them into design features for their clients. These attributes
or features of the designs varied from attempts to attract and motivate the
consumer to informative labels or whimsical graphics to purposeful seasonal
holiday packaging, all in order to highlight the latest product or strengthen
an existing family of products.?®

Shortly after the end of World War II, Landor began to build his design
portfolio, starting with Safeway at both the corporate level and in their super-
markets. In 1947, he designed their corporate annual report and then worked
on several packaging and labeling projects for in-house brands of Safeway
products.?® For Safeway’s in-house frozen food brand, Bel-air, he described
two graphical attributes for the packaging of frozen vegetables and concen-
trated fruit juices as “informative” and “appealing to taste buds”; that was
the message that the package label communicated to consumers. The designs
uniquely included the leaf-like symbol that identified the brand name, the
name of the product, and an illustration of the prepared product that would
help the early 1950s homemaker visualize what to expect as she prepared
daily meals for the family.

The name and the leaf-like symbol for Bel-air provided the appeal of
freshness of the packaged food in the supermarket freezer section, and the
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curvature of the symbol worked well, whether on packaged boxes of frozen
green beans or strawberries or on cans of frozen orange juice or lemonade.
The visualization of a prepared serving of corn, peas, or mixed vegetables
presented a more “convincing” reason to purchase the Bel-air brand of frozen
foods rather than a competing brand.?”

Over time, Landor identified more than 30 key attributes of creative
components for successful, brand-sustaining packaging. Their functions
ranged from attracting shoppers’ attention to identifying the brand and the
product inside the package to informing shoppers or presenting an appealing
appearance, while targeting buyers with designs that matched the appropri-
ate pricing categories. As individually packaged goods were developed into
important components in advertising and marketing, including in connection
with what Jerry Janowski calls “total marketing,” advertisers discovered that
packaging could serve as another medium for promoting products.

The story of packaging beer illustrated the changes. It “[had] been bottled
and sold in glass and ceramic containers since the mid-nineteenth century.
Prior to that time, if you wanted a beer ‘to go,” you had to have a bucket
or jug on hand to take the frothy brew home from your local tavern.”
By the mid-twentieth century, however, there were a variety of ways to buy
beer along with the multiple “layers” of containers and packaging from
which to choose. Beer was sold in bottles or cans, held conveniently together
in six-pack cartons, and shipped and stored in cases of twenty-four. At each
layer, the packaging helped to make the sale of the beer to the customer.
From a case on a pallet and a six-pack on a shelf or in a cooler to the bot-
tle or can in the hand of the consumer, beer packaging served as an adver-
tisement in the marketplace.?® From this model with layers of advertising
and marketing at each level of the distribution chain, American businesses
began to see packaging “in terms of its overall advantage to the entire dis-
tribution system, particularly to the end of the line—the consumer.”? To
reach this design goal of “total marketing,” Walter Landor set about iden-
tifying the key elements or components of “total design” in packaging
and labels.

One early notable example of Landor’s use of such a design approach
was for Sick’s beer, in which the redesign for Sicks’ Select went beyond
the placement of labels and brand names on bottles and cans to include a
“total design” for the product. The Seattle Brewing and Malting Company
was established in 1893 by Andrew Hemrich, the son of a German brew-
master, and following the end of Prohibition in 1933, Fritz Sick, a brewer
from Baden, Germany who emigrated to Canada in 1883, purchased the
brewery.3? His son, Emil Sick, took over the family business and decided that
it was time to update and modernize the look of their popular beer Sicks’
Select. The existing label appeared old and this was an opportunity for Walter
Landor to rejuvenate the visual appeal of the label. It would also demonstrate
that the new design would increase the product’s ability to sell itself in
self-service stores with more distinctive and attractive packaging.
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While working on the project, Landor was aware that individually
packaged goods had developed as an important component in advertising and
marketing; and he set out to expand on this insight with a “total marketing”
approach to the redesign. Landor started with identifying the key elements
or components in packaging and labels, and he was able to use some of the
existing elements in the design for sustaining the brand. Both the brand name
“Sicks’ Select” and the number “6” needed to remain the key visual elements
in the final design and both needed to be “clearly readable from a distance.”3!

Landor extended the project by placing the two primary design elements
of the Sicks’ Select brand onto larger packaging components, such as four
six-pack cartons in a case of cardboard shipping containers. Printing on the
shipping cartons also provided an opportunity to advertise the brand name.
The “shipping cases were re-designed to become forceful advertising mediums
at no extra printing cost. When stacked, they maintain that high-quality
look of the foil label, in spite of the printing limitations applying to shipping
cases.”3? He also displayed the script “Sicks’ Select” and the distinctive “6” on
smaller components, such as the tops of the cans and bottle caps (Fig. 6.3).

The frequent display of the name on various parts of the label in a
Germanic script, reflecting its heritage and also projecting its role for
advertising and marketing, had the role of reinforcing the brand on the
shelf at the store and in the hand of the consumer.?® An editor of American
Brewer in 1949 summarized the intended impact of the packaging design
for Sicks” Select: “Landor’s contention that ‘every inch counts in modern
merchandising’ is borne out by the manner . . . in making the consumer feel
that real care and perfection has gone into this particular bottle of beer.”34

Landor’s design of Sicks” Select labels drew the attention and recognition
from other breweries. In the beer label competition at the annual confer-
ence of the Small Brewers Association (SBA), he won first prize. His suc-
cess in the beer label competitions continued. He won several design
awards over the next three years from the Brewers Association of America.
In 1952, Landor was invited to deliver the keynote address at their annual
meeting, and in his presentation, “Gentlemen, Your Label is Showing.
Is It Selling Beer for You?” He emphasized that the proper label is necessary
for product loyalty and sales and then outlined the attributes for the final
design of a successful beer label to his audience in terms of drawing “attention
from a distance, brand emphasis, distinctive character, [and conveying] qual-
ity” to the customer. For Landor, the beer label needed to “look like beer,
project a sales story, reproduce powerfully [in advertising, and] adapt effec-
tively” to various packaging and displays. He mentioned his work with three
clients—Gettelman and Stag, in which the brand names stood out and the
labels worked on all packages—cartons, cans, and at any angle in hand of the
consumer. He singled out his third client, Karl Gretz, a small brewer, in which
the design hit the attribute of quality “to give his can an authentic premium
look.” With members of top management from many breweries at the associ-
ation meeting, his speech opened doors to new clients, especially brewers in
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Fig. 6.3 Sick’s Select labels, before and after. Source: The Walter Landor Design
Collection, Archives Center, National Museum of American History.

the Midwest markets of Milwaukee and St. Louis, as well as those in Texas.35
His success escalated as brewers there were attracted to the work of a West
Coast designer who understood their brand loyalty, sales, and expansion goals.

Landor’s work for the Lone Star Brewery provides another example of
his efforts in developing effective and comprehensive brand designs. As in
many areas of America during the nineteenth century, German immigrants
in Texas started breweries and introduced lager-style beers to ale-drinking
Americans. In 1883, Adolphus Busch, with a group of San Antonio business-
men, started the first mechanized brewery in Texas, the Lone Star Brewery in
San Antonio.3¢

The business grew during the first quarter of the twentieth century; how-
ever, after the repeal of Prohibition in 1933, the brewery did not resume pro-
duction. Then in 1940, Peter Kreil, a brewer from Munich, Germany picked
up the Lone Star brand and put his own recipe into production. Sixteen years
later, the Lone Star brewery, under new company leadership headed by Harry
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D. Jersig, was one of the thriving breweries in Texas. He was not content
with a “leave-well-enough-alone” attitude; he wanted to expand his brew-
ery to an even larger customer base. By this time, Landor’s track record with
re-branding breweries convinced Jersig to redesign the packaging and labels
at a time when the brewery was still growing. So he reached out to Walter
Landor to do the work. Landor was elated that Lone Star was doing well
in a not so “highly competitive” market nor were its sales declining. It was
often customary to expect a designer to rescue a product to “halt further sales
decreases,” but the management at Lone Star had the “foresight and courage
to redesign” the entire line of packaging and labels to create a new “family
identity” for the different beers.

The redesign by Landor targeted self-service retail stores and every step
from bottling to delivery to customer. In addition, the expanded placement
of the new graphics by Landor’s design team became Lone Star’s company
identity, visible at “every step which the public comes in contact with Lone
Star.” The scope of the “total design” program went beyond cases, bot-
tles, and cans to include letterheads, signage on delivery trucks, and driver
uniforms. Commenting on the importance for “total marketing” of the
new graphics on the delivery trucks, Landor remarked, “Each time a deliv-
ery truck makes a delivery, the truck passes the eyes of people. The design
of the brewer’s message on that truck either communicates something of
importance to people or it fails utterly to leave an imprint and a future sale
has been lost.” The Landor designs for Lone Star won four awards at the
Brewers Association of America as the new labels offered both “eye appeal”
and “family identity” attributes. The Package Designers’ Council presented
Landor with an award in the category of “Best Coordinated Packaging” for
the designs of “labels, cans, bottles, crowns, 6-packs, shipping cases, trucks,
drivers’ uniforms, etc.”3”

Breweries continued to play a prominent role for Landor into the
1970s. His clients included local or regional breweries such as Lucky Lager
and Regal Pale Ale as well as national brands like Falstaff, Miller Lite, and
Sapporo of Japan.

BEYoND BEER: LANDOR’S IMPACT ON THE DESIGN PROFESSION

In 1952, Walter Landor became a founding member of the newly formed
Packaging Designers’ Council (PDC), a professional association for industrial
designers who specialized in the design of packages. With most major indus-
trial design companies headquartered in New York or Chicago, Landor’s elec-
tion to the PDC enabled him to advertise his services nationally in articles
or press releases in which he claimed that he was the only industrial designer
on the West Coast.3® With each new project, he chipped away at the mon-
olithic domination of design firms in the East. Two years later, he declared
in a press release, “New York’s title as the top design city in the nation is
being challenged by San Francisco. Landor has been bringing a fresh western
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Fig. 6.4 Mock-up of how Spreckels Sugar label would appear on TV. Early television
advertisers struggled with selling effective commercials. Many ads were uninspiring and
often used existing packages to promote their products. Source: The Walter Landor
Design Collection, Archives Center, National Museum of American History.

approach and new imagination to the field of design.”3® Whether or not it
was true, he had thrown down the gauntlet. He wanted everyone to know
that San Francisco was full of new ideas and that his designs offered new
opportunities for success.

The concept of “total marketing” went beyond the packaging designs for
beer and beverages in general to encompass many other products, including
such everyday household staples as, for example, sugar. Landor’s client Spreckels
Sugar, founded by immigrant-entrepreneur Claus Spreckels in 1863, had
become the largest beet sugar refinery west of the Mississippi River. Spreckels,
born in Germany, was an entrepreneur and industrialist who had major sugar
interests in Hawaii and encouraged the growth of sugar beets in California.*?

In 1956, the vice president of Spreckels, William H. Ottey, spoke about the
need to redesign existing packaging and the importance of an updated visual
design to help “win the competitive battle of the self-service shelf.” Walter
Landor was retained to develop the packaging for all five products with the
attributes of an “attention getting” pattern that would allow the customer
to identify the Spreckels brand “without actually having to read the name”
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and would work well “in all forms of advertising and promotional media.”
Following the feedback from focus panels, the designers at Landor understood
that the packaging for Spreckels sugar also needed to be bold, clean, and iden-
tifiable with a standout brand mark. As part of the “total marketing” require-
ments, the designs included layers from the individual packaging for both
one-pound and five-pound packages as well as the shipping cases. After in-store
consumer testing of several graphics and visuals for the packages, the final
designs with the prominent-sized “double-S” on an hourglass-shaped white
background highlighted the packaging for Spreckels Sugar (Fig. 6.4).41

The back and side panels of the package displayed informative details with
serving suggestions, and the photographic images of pies and cakes made
the package itself a marketing campaign when the product was in a home.
Another desirable design attribute the packaging needed was “to insure
TV’isibilty”—this at a time when the commercials for Spreckels sugar was
telecast on snowy black-and-white television sets.*?

New HorizoNs ABOARD THE KrAMATH: CORPORATE
IDENTITY DESIGNS AND GLOBAL CLIENTS

Instead of settling for larger office space to accommodate his growing staff
of designers and researchers, in 1962 Landor bought the retired ferryboat
Klamath as an attraction to showcase his work. His architects had the three
levels gutted and then re-fabricated the interior to be his company’s head-
quarters with design studios, again including a mock-up of a supermarket
and study rooms for conducting consumer research. Away from the noise of
downtown city and traffic, the Kiamath provided an idyllic setting for crea-
tivity and imagination, where “only the sea gulls can interrupt the meeting.”
It was the perfect setting for his staff of creative associates.*3

Soon, the Klamath’s unique character made the boat a San Francisco land-
mark, and Landor took advantage of its celebrity, opening it for symposia,
parties, and social fundraisers. One particular activity on board the Klamath
was the annual visits to San Francisco by the Harvard Business School as part
of an executive marketing program. Landor opened his doors (gangplank) to
these executives to take a glimpse at his products and services. Of course, it
was beneficial to Landor as well since it was “a major marketing opportunity
for contacts, and the Klamath was a glamorous location.”*#

During its twenty years aboard the Klamath, Landor’s company expanded
as the list of clients rapidly grew. Corporate leaders came to San Francisco to
see what was different about the office on a ferryboat. They wanted to experi-
ence the unconventional atmosphere of a design company that produced such
creative and financially rewarding results. They came from different industries
and with larger projects for Landor’s steam to create new types of graphic
designs. As the size and scope of projects grew beyond packaging and labels
for retail products on supermarket shelves, Landor began to design larger
graphic systems that evolved into corporate identity and the field of branding.
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While retail packaging remained vital to Landor’s business, two new
industries sought out his services while aboard the Kilamath. The first was
commercial airlines, that is, international carriers that wanted to adopt new
modern graphics on their aircraft and other points of contact with air travel-
ers. The second industry was banks and financial institutions, which required
modern corporate branding and signage that connected personally with the
public for their businesses. These two industries transported Landor and his
company’s services from packaging and labels and propelled him into large-
scale corporate branding from the 1960s through the 1980s.

Seeking exposure in a country noted for its high-fashion designers, Landor
set up his first international office in Rome, Italy in 1967, and landed the
design project for new graphics and markings on Alitalia, the national airlines
of Italy. The interviews conducted by Landor’s team with international air
travelers revealed there was a disconnect between Alitalia’s self-image and its
actual reputation. Although the carrier was a global international airline, it
appeared to be a small domestic airline and was in desperate need of a modern
international image. The technical challenge for Landor was that the graphics
needed to be applied to a variety of aircraft, such as 747s and DC-10s, as well
as to flight uniforms, interiors, tickets, and printed materials.*®

Backed with the results of the surveys, Landor’s team of designers
developed the graphics that reinforced two important visual elements: the
graphics competed “for top visibility—but also to symbolize the vibrant spirit
of the Italian people.”*® The new designs replaced the Italian national flag on
the tail section and removed the old bow-and-arrow symbol of ancient Rome
from the fuselage while it embraced Italy’s national colors.*” Summarizing the
Alitalia project, Rodney McKnew, a program director for Landor, recapped
the dramatic changes, “Here was an airline that practically had no reputation
at all to really show for themselves.” He continued to describe the rationale
for the shape of the slanted first letter, “[the aircraft] had a vertical stabi-
lizer that was the ‘A’ in Alitalia.”*® Just as Landor’s processes in packaging
and labels had been successful for his earlier clients, his first venture with the
graphic design of an airline also enhanced the status of Alitalia as an interna-
tional airline and attracted more aviation clients. The list of international and
U.S. airlines that subsequently came to the ferryboat in San Francisco in search
of new, modern graphic designs that distilled their essence included British
Airways, Thai Air, Hawaiian Airlines, Japan Air, SAS, and Allegheny Air.

The second type of business that came to Landor to recast their corpo-
rate identity was the financial institution in need of a new brand. Based in
California, Bank of America provided a variety of financial services ranging from
personal checking and savings accounts to large corporate business transactions.
However, while the strength of Bank of America was the size of the company,
consumer surveys by Landor’s researchers found that, in the eyes of individuals
and small business clients, the institution appeared too big. Bank of America
was not attracting “new, smaller, perhaps younger depositors,” who perceived
the institution as impersonal and oriented toward large corporate accounts.*?
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BANK

OF AMERICA

FOR THE BUSINESS OF LIVING

Fig. 6.5 Bank of America logo, before and after. Source: The Walter Landor Design
Collection, Archives Center, National Museum of American History.

Reinforcing this image was the bank’s prominent signage for large business ser-
vices although each branch of the bank was a full-service office that handled
accounts for individuals and young families alike. While looking to consolidate
the different types of outdoor and advertising symbols and the signage under
one umbrella, Landor’s designers developed the “BA” monogram.

Initially, the management of Bank of America was certain that there was
value in its current trademark, the “old sailing ship,” but feedback from
Landor’s consumer research proved, “most people thought it was the trade-
mark for the Encyclopedia Britannica.” The existing equity in the image did
not resonate with typical consumers. In addition, they found that many peo-
ple were intimidated by banks; therefore, Landor wanted to take the design
attributes into a different direction (Fig. 6.5).50

To Landor, the new symbol for Bank of America communicated “some-
thing quite wonderful and strange happening between [the letters B
and A.]. The majority of the people see a bird. It was conceived as a bird from
the start. It suggests softness and gentleness, a non-threatening symbol more
like an old-time monogram. It’s a very personal statement.”®! The new graph-
ics eliminated the bulkiness and impersonality of the old signage. In its place,
the new identity for the Bank of America had a friendlier, “personal quality”
attributes that spoke to average depositors and their everyday banking needs.

CONCLUSION

Walter Landor and his firm produced some of the most recognized packag-
ing, labels, and brands in the mid-twentieth century. As a consumer engineer
integrating consumer feedback into his designs, Landor sought to determine
if existing packaging and design features cither needed subtle tweaks or to
embrace new graphic symbols to replace the existing package design. Backed
by his research findings, Landor would meet the leadership of the companies
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during project review sessions and convince them of the direction of the project.
If necessary, he would refine the prototype design and solicit feedback and only
then identify the best two or three based on this process. Landor followed this
approach with every new project, while admitting at times that to arrive at a final
design, more research was needed “with the customers of the industries to see
how they perceive the company and its products and its services.”>> With this
process, Landor claimed he was able to determine the best designs for his cor-
porate clients at a time when differences among brands were “getting smaller,”
thereby putting “a tremendous burden on the designer of the package” to make
them distinctive, recognizable, and appealing to consumers.>?

Landor also presented himself as an advocate for the consumer who paid
close attention to the feedback he received from consumer testing. Each
design was tested for a positive reaction via consumer research in which the
design solved “a problem in communication—rapid communication.” It was
not enough to create an artistically pleasing design; the design needed to cap-
ture the attributes of the product, brand, or company in order, as he put it,
“to arrive at a design solution which satisfies us aesthetically and emotionally
... yet truly communicates to a mass audience.... [T]hat is our responsibil-
ity.”>* Throughout the mid-twentieth century, business leaders in industries
ranging from retail foods and beverages to commercial aviation, banking, and
finance relied on Landor and his design firm. His case demonstrates that not
all Mad Men were located on Madison Avenue: at least one was on the West
Coast, on a ferryboat on the Bay.
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CHAPTER 7

German-Style Consumer Engineering: Victor
Vogt’s Verkaufspraxis, 1925-1950

Uwe Spickermann

Mid-twentieth-century “consumer engineering” in the United States was
a vision of marketing experts on how to establish and manage a capitalist
consumer society with steady economic growth and a rising level of wealth
for the broad majority of the population.! Targeting the “citizen con-
sumer,” it promoted the promise that everyone could earn a good living and
that the “American dream” could be realized by a large portion of society.
At the same time, consumer engineering was a professionalization strat-
egy, “an enticing expression to one who wishes to dignify his calling with a
professional label.”? The consumerist gospel of these experts was informed
by the American system of manufacturing, consumer goods that were stand-
ardized, as well as an efficient and rationalized organization of distribution
and sales.® The growing U.S. wealth and consumer goods output garnered
intense interest among European businesspeople, politicians, and experts
before World War I, during the 1920s, and after the Allied victory in World
War II. This article will focus on a particular group of these intermediaries
led by the German publisher and entrepreneur Victor Vogt. A represent-
ative of the German standardization movement and driven by his assess-
ment of Germany’s defeat in World War I, he and a larger group of business
practitioners and consultants tried to inform German businesspeople about
American principles of business, marketing, and consumer goods sales—and
to formulate a suitable “German” response.

U. Spickermann (D<)
University of Gottingen, Gottingen, Germany

© The Author(s) 2019 117
J. Logemann et al. (eds.), Consumer Engineering, 1920s—1970s,
Worlds of Consumption, https://doi.org,/10.1007 /978-3-030-14564-4_7


https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-14564-4_7
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-14564-4_7&domain=pdf

118  U. SPIEKERMANN

As a platform of information and interaction for practitioners in
production, the wholesale trade, and retailing, Vogt established the monthly
journal Verkawufspraxis (roughly: Sales Practices) in 1925. The trade journal
was, at least until the Great Depression, a clear advocate of American busi-
ness and sales methods. At the same time, however, it tried to merge these
with a pronounced German understanding of entrepreneurship and business
culture.* Published from 1925 until 1943 and again from 1949 until 1964,
it held a leading position in the German market for business advice literature
during two periods of intense “Americanization.”>

VICTOR VOGT AND THE JOURNAL VERKAUFSPRAXIS

Neither Vogt nor Verkaufspraxis have found recognition in historical research.6
Not even a Wikipedia article offers any biographical or institutional basics.
This lacuna, however, says nothing about the significance of Vogt, his group
of experts, or his journal. Instead, it reflects the one-sidedness of marketing
and consumption historiography, which focuses predominantly on advertising
journals and the gurus of consumer engineering, while neglecting the practical
work of entrepreneurs in the consumer goods industries.” In addition, the
tradition of German business studies has been neglected, as have American-
German knowledge transfers, and interwar business practices (Fig. 7.1).

Victor Vogt was born on April 16, 1887, in the Silesian middle town of
Frankenstein as the son of the banker Richard Vogt.8 After studying economics,
he completed a commercial apprenticeship at his father’s bank, before starting
work for the Deutsche Bank in Paris and London.? His interest in organiza-
tional studies and journalism developed in the United Kingdom, not in the
United States.!® He returned to Germany in 1912, where he worked two years
for the Berlin Bankhaus S. Bleichroder, before taking over the editorial office
of the journal Organisation: Zeitschrift fiir praktische Geschiftsfiibhrung, Reklame
und Plakatkunst (Organization: Journal for Practical Business Management,
Advertising, and Poster Art) in April 1914 and becoming proxy director
(Prokura) of its Charlottenburg-based publishing house in June 1914.!! From
1915 to 1919, he served as an officer of the German Army and was severely
wounded in late 1916.12 Discharged from active service, he additionally
took over the editorial office of the Deutsche Biiro-Zeitung (German Office
Newspaper) and worked as a consultant to banks and merchant houses. Vogt
was surely one of the representatives of the early rationalization movement,
which started already before the war and was deeply influenced by American
ideas of scientific management and corresponding German traditions.'3 In
1920, the publisher and consultant also started his first business, co-founding
an injection molding firm in the town of Birkenwerder.'* The combination of
theoretical knowledge and practical experience that had marked his career to
this point would become his hallmark in the following decades.

In the early 1920s, Vogt published his first advice books, which were
intended to help rationalize the daily routines of managing manufacturing
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Herausgeber der ,Verkaufspraxis®.

Fig. 7.1 Victor Vogt, 1925. Source: Verkaufspraxis, no. 3 (1925/26): 2.
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and marketing. He taught the use of filing cards and registries, and he co-au-
thored an impressive 644-page overview of office machines available in
Germany and the United States.'® This last book was discussed (and used) on
both sides of the Atlantic.!® Indeed, despite the common notion of Europe
being “Americanized,” there was never just a one-way flow of traffic in ideas
and practices in business organization and rationalization.

Vogt wrote his books at the same time he was consulting for many firms.
In the early 1920s, he developed office organization systems and new types of
“rational” office furniture intended to embody his ideas about efficient busi-
ness management. Vogt produced and promoted his innovations through the
Biiro-Einrichtungsfabrik Fortschritt (Progress Office Furnishings Factory) in
Freiburg i. B., which was founded in 1901 by Otto Skrebba and employed up
to several hundred people.!” From 1925 until his death in 1960, Vogt acted
as a director of this important producer of office equipment.!8

Vogt’s business activities can help to broaden our perspective to include
Germany’s prosperous and industrious Southwest. After the hyperinflation
of 1923, Victor Vogt started another long-lasting collaboration, this time
with Julius Hans Forkel. Beginning in 1914, Forkel had published regularly
updated maps of the war situation and founded (with the financial support of
the publisher and bookseller Franckh’sche Verlagsbuchhandlung) an epony-
mous publishing house for business in Stuttgart in 1919.1 Since 1991 part
of Hiithig Publishers, this small firm would not only publish Vogt’s books
and Verkaufspraxis but also become one of the most successful purveyors of
business advice literature during the Weimar and especially the Nazi periods.
Although most of Forkel’s books on marketing, sales, advertising, and business
practices were written by German business experts, translations of core books
from the American debate were an important element of its portfolio.??

Vogt was Forkel’s most successful author. In 1926, he published
Taschenbuch der Geschiftstechnik, a compendium of business techniques,
which combined his own business experience with a detailed analysis of U.S.
and British literature.?! Already in 1926, Vogt added a new book on sales
psychology for salesmen and shop assistants, co-authored with the American
specialist Frederick A. Russell.?? Vogt’s largest and most important book
Absatzprobleme (Marketing Problems) appeared in 1929.23 Based on the
detailed expertise of the U.S. literature, this detailed guide was intended for
executives and salesmen in the consumer goods industries. Revised several
times, it was used in (West) Germany until the 1980s. Vogt also published
several smaller pamphlets on branding and distribution techniques during the
carly Nazi period.?* By then, however, he was first and foremost active as edi-
tor, columnist, and author of the journal Verkaufspraxis.

The journal’s mission was clear-cut and ambitious:

This new monthly reveals how the successful American and Englishman achieve
their great sales revenues. It treats the many interesting American and English
books and journals on selling in which practitioners reveal their business secrets
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without hesitation. The material suited for increasing sales in the German con-
text is offered in a beautifully produced journal.?®

Verkaufspraxis was established in 1925 as an interface between business the-
ories and business practices, between the Anglo-Saxon world and Germany.
Consequently, the target audience was not academics or even advertisers
but instead entrepreneurs, executives, managers, and salespeople in the con-
sumer goods industries. Whereas advertising agencies played an increasingly
dominant role in the United States and the United Kingdom, in Germany
their functions were partially discharged by expert intermediaries working for
trade journals like Verkaufspraxis.

Circulation figures are always a tricky business, but Verkaufspraxis was cer-
tainly the most widely read journal in the field of business administration,
business practices, and advertising. In 1929, the journal had some 12,000
subscribers and a total print run of 14,000.2¢ Even in 1930, after the start
of the world economic crisis, the print run was still 11,480.27 In April 1929,
Vogt and the Verlag fiir Wirtschatt und Verkehr also established a supplement
to Verkaufspraxis called Bawsteine: Blitter zur Forderung des geschiftlichen
und persinlichen Erfolgs (Building Blocks: Newspaper for the Promotion of
Managerial and Personal Success). Its perforated pages could be torn in two
and collected in a business card file. The supplement was included until 1932.
All in all, Verkaufspraxis was a commercial success. Its economic foundations
were sounder than those of most of its more specialized competitors.?8

WORKING FOR RECOVERY, FIGHTING FOR NATIONAL STRENGTH:
PArRTIAL ADOPTION OF U.S. CONSUMER ENGINEERING
TECHNIQUES IN THE 1920s

Although the term “consumer engineering” was not coined until 1932, the
idea behind it was already common in the 1920s, in both the United States
and Germany. The American advertising executive Ernest Elmo Calkins (1868—
1964), whose work was deeply influenced by his European experiences, pro-
moted similar ideas a few years before he wrote the preface to “Consumer
Engineering.”?® He defined the term as “a latent dynamic force, inherent in
things [that] occasionally manifested strange phenomena.”3 To some degree,
it had already shaped the 1920s, even without the catchphrase, which functions
as a simple marker for historians, who often ignore the manifold related pub-
lications and activities before the Great Depression and their lure of hope and
change in the marketplace. The phrase “consumer engineering” was a commer-
cial narrative from the carly 1930s. It was used by successtful marketing money-
makers during the 1940s and 1950s to promote their own work. Nonetheless,
a simple retrospective of the term’s usage hides more than it uncovers.
Consumer engineering was based on the idea that experts, courageous
leaders in their specific fields of expertise, should and could rationalize and
improve the commercial sphere for the public good. Similar to the older idea
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of “social engineering,” which aimed to pacify class struggles already before
World War I, consumer engineering sought to harmonize conflicting inter-
ests in an authoritative way, that is, through the use of expert knowledge.3!
In the United States, such ideas were deeply shaped by the transformative
experience of economic planning during World War I and by the moral cru-
sade of the fair trade movement during the interwar years, which pushed for
retail protection from chain stores through price maintenance. Both stood in
deep contrast to a free market society and demanded modesty, integrity, and
respect for all actors in the spheres of production, trade, and consumption.3?
It was more than coincidence that Aldous Huxley’s novel Brave New World
was written in this period (Fig. 7.2).33

A project of business and knowledge elites, consumer engineering stood
in strict opposition to cooperative ideals of modern consumer societies and
to the “consumerism” advocated, for instance, by U.S. economist Sidney
A. Reeve or, in the German case, Franz Staudinger.?* These two men had
already offered dreamworlds of a steady and affordable supply of standardized
consumer goods in which everyone got a square deal. Matters were further
complicated by a plethora of “bright modernity,” including new colors, new
printing technologies, new media, and new materials.3

As the director of the Fortschritt office furnishings factory, Victor Vogt
encountered such visions of modern consumption and produced modern and
aesthetic durables—furniture, filling cabinets, office stationeries, and organi-
zational forms. Vogt’s growing interest in marketing and rationalization was
also deeply rooted in his war experiences, however. “Organization” was not
just a key slogan of the 1910s but was also crucial to the war effort. Soldiers,
material, and foodstufts had to be “organized.” For many patriotic Germans,
like Vogt, Germany’s defeat resulted from a lack of organization in the civil
sector. The adoption of U.S. and British business models and consumer

Fig. 7.2 “You are your
customer’s advocate.”
This image of the same
man as both a lawyer
and a businessman was
supposed to promote
volkisch self-restraint
among business’s con-
sumer experts. Source:
Verkaufspraxis 15
(1940): 192.
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engineering techniques by Victor Vogt and his Verkaufspraxis represented
a tribute to victorious enemies in war and superior competitors in peace.
Advanced efficiency in business and the consumer sphere were supposed
to help Germany rebuild by recapturing important domestic and foreign
markets. New knowledge and improved methods also had an important social
impact for bourgeois experts like Vogt and his staft. Such expertise would
help sustain and improve the position of honest and diligent businessmen fac-
ing the rigid measures mandated by the Treaty of Versailles, which severely
undermined the competitiveness both of German exports and of goods made
in Germany for the domestic market.3¢

Vogt, Forkel, and many of the hand-picked authors of Verkaufspraxis were
deeply shaped by the experiences of World War I, not to mention Germany’s
relatively weak position in business after the Revolution of 1918-1919 and
the emergence of the Weimar welfare state. For these authors, business ration-
alization represented a continuation of the war in an honourable, fair, and
individual way. Vogt saw himself as a kind of general training officers for a
larger battle. He and his collaborators understood rationalization and the
adoption of consumer engineering as crucial elements in the reconfiguration
of Germany’s intellectual and material life.3” They wanted to form a new army
of business experts and consumer engineers that could compete with those
in the United States and Great Britain.?® Vogt captured the guiding principle
behind their understanding of business practices in the final sentence of his
business handbook: “Bees do not obey; the spirit of discipline guides them.”3?

Consequently, the U.S.—German knowledge transfer was only partial. Vogt
was particularly interested in the fair trade movement and American crusades
to purify business and improve morality. Less interesting were the manage-
ment techniques of leading corporations.*? Although the German experts were
impressed by U.S. growth rates and wealth, they perceived the United States
predominantly as a young, enthusiastic nation, eager to innovate and to learn
quickly. These were the attributes that could help Germany to rebuild its ear-
lier leading position in international business, innovation, and service.

In other words, we face the apparently paradoxical situation that Vogt and
Verkaufspraxis were not interested in “Americanizing” German business at
all, not if we understand “Americanization” as a monolithic, unidirectional
knowledge transfer.*! On the contrary, Vogt and his associates saw American
(and British) business methods not as worthy of outright adoption but rather
as tools that could help repair and improve German business.*? In contrast
to the dominant ideas of American rationalization and in accordance with
the U.S. fair trade movement, Vogt and his colleagues advocated coopera-
tive “German” business ethics of “live and let live” and a particular under-
standing of functional differentiation in business.*? Specifically, they believed
that producers, wholesalers, retailers, and consumers performed specific func-
tions for both their own benefit and for the common good. Competition was
accepted but limited by mutual respect for other actors in the market sphere.
They were convinced of the higher quality and uniqueness of German goods
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and services, even if scarce economic resources and a smaller domestic market
got in the way. Consequently, Victor Vogt and Verkaufspraxis oftered only
a partial adoption of U.S. consumer engineering techniques based on the
staff’s business expertise, social position, national pride, and market-liberal
convictions.**

This partial adoption of American (and British) ideas about rationalization
and consumer engineering techniques still offered a broad range of new ideas
and information for German business executives in production, the wholesale
trade, and retailing. Vogt believed that an inventive nation like Germany had
no substantial problems in production, although more efficiency was necessary.
Instead, he saw increasing sales as the core challenge. Moreover, accomplish-
ing this “feat” would require “a broad range of qualities, skills, and knowl-
edge.”*® Selling, however, was not a material interaction between two parties
but the establishment of long-lasting business relations.*® In accordance with
ideas developed by the Canadian-British author and editor Herbert N. Casson,
Verkaufspraxis authors understood selling as a “service” delivered for the satis-
faction of the customer, who was often another business, namely, a retailer or a
wholesaler.*” Vogt advocated scientific and psychological sales methods, based
on general rules and as expressions of personality and individuality.*3

It is possible to identify efforts of knowledge transfers in at least eight
areas:

First, the journal informed readers about ongoing efforts in rationalization
and the broad field of applied Taylorism. Punch cards, developed and propa-
gated by the German-American immigrant entrepreneur Herman Hollerith,
were presented and discussed as well as U.S. cost accounting equipment.*’
The authors introduced workflow studies that evinced a specific interest in
standardization methods and in eliminating inefficient routines in business
administration and the promotion and sale of consumer goods.>°

Second, Verkaufspraxis had a strong focus on market and consumer anal-
ysis.>! Contributing authors presented American and British examples that
emphasized clearly defined categorizations and predominantly quantitative
methods. At the same time, however, the journal covered quite different
qualitative approaches.’? Consumer typologies, for instance, were discussed,
mostly based on a combination of psychological research and practical
knowledge.3

Third, the staff wanted to take King or Queen Consumer seriously.>*
Victor Vogt, who wrote an introduction to every issue, constantly empha-
sized the crucial role of service for economic success. The authors presented
many illustrated proposals to improve sales organization and to treat consum-
ers with respect and courtesy.?®

Forth, consumers were understood as the vanishing point of any economic
(and social) reform. Although Vogt and his practitioners were entrepreneurs
and managers, they turned their perspective toward the economic inter-
ests of all—which meant the ubiquity of consumers and consumer interests.
At the same time, however, consumers had to learn to fulfill their role in
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society. This included education and guidance by experts, by business leaders,
who would accomplish their noble mission, if need be, by fighting “consumer
torpor.”%0

Fifth, the staff of Verkawufspraxis was particularly interested in rationalizing
points of sale.’” They offered a lot of advice about the statistical acquisition of
empirical data on sales volumes and rhythms, and they evaluated the growing
number of formulas and methods for forming such knowledge.>® At the same
time, the journal’s experts were attracted to the “modern” psychology of
shopping, discussing its consequences for organizing salesrooms and arrang-
ing consumer goods in them.>’

Sixth, the authors understood selling as a profession whose requisite
knowledge, ethos, and skill set could be learned and improved on. The
rationalization of selling was linked to the systematic training and education
of shops assistants and salesmen.®® The German journal was fascinated by
quite simple American teaching tools, questionnaires for shop assistants and
shop owners, and their hidden idea of programing people with the superior
knowledge of sales experts.®!

Seventh, Verkaufspraxis had a specific interest in analyzing American and
British advertising, as it was practiced by advertising agencies both abroad
and in Germany. New trends were presented, and examples of appealing aes-
thetics were offered.%? Of particular interest were the advertising campaigns
by Anglo-Saxon multinationals, which became both competitors of and mod-
els for midsize German firms.%3

Eighth, many articles dealt with purchasing motives and how to create
consumer desire with new goods, better service, and more effective com-
munication.%* Although mostly resulting from business practice and every-
day psychology, the journal offered early forms of motivational research long
before this method was developed in more detail by Austrian-German immi-
grants in the United States.%®

Vogt and Verkaufspraxis were convinced that this partial adoption of
American (and British) consumer engineering techniques would help German
business gain ground in domestic and foreign markets and likewise enable
German consumers to afford cheaper goods and an increased material stand-
ard of living. At the same time, the journal’s large readership not only indi-
cated relevant resonance among readers but also underlined a core difference
between the Anglo-Saxon and the German markets. Although the number of
marketing and advertising consultants and agencies was growing in Germany,
the consumer market there was still deeply shaped by individual entrepreneurs
and managers.®® Vogt’s permanent appeal to readers’ individualism, person-
ality, moral and honesty was grounded in the different social structure of
Germany’s business community.

The Great Depression, however, undermined this agenda of partial adop-
tion. On the one hand, the economic slump hit the United States hard: “The
American ‘Economic Miracle’ has come to an end” was one telling reaction
in Verkaufipraxis.%” On the other hand, the establishment of a presidential



126 U. SPIEKERMANN

dictatorship in Germany led to intensified market interventions by the state.
As with the national-liberal economists of the so-called Freiburg School, who
developed the guiding principles of the West German social market economy
and neoliberalism in the early 1930s,%8 this development eventually led to a
reinterpretation of the role of the state—and then of the racial state—Dby Vogt
and Verkaufspraxis authors.

THE CRrists OF NATIONAL- LIBERALISM AND THE EMERGENCE
OF THE INTERVENTIONIST (RACIAL) STATE

Vogt and  Verkaufspraxis exemplify the intellectual and conceptual
consequences of German liberalism’s decline. Organized in the left-liberal
German Democratic Party (DDP) and the national-liberal German People’s
Party (DVP), liberalism manifested itself in the former as a guardian of German
republican and constitutional traditions, whereas its representatives in the latter
were generally perceived as aligned with heavy industry. The DDP represented
the self-employed bourgeoisie and most German Jews, while the DVP repre-
sented national and nationalist entrepreneurs, managers, and the propertied.
Both liberal parties had a stronghold in the German Southwest.%” We do not
know Vogt’s party preferences, but his lead articles combined ideas of a free
market economy with a basically peaceful policy of revising the postwar order.

Typical for Vogt was a puzzling national-liberal mix of economic self-help,
an elitist code of ethics, and resolute nationalism.”® Vogt envisioned a corpo-
ratist state, where everybody would work efficiently in his position and act
voluntarily for the common good of the German Volk or people.”! From May
1929, Vogt became more political in his columns. As an entrepreneur, he
strenuously opposed the Weimar Republic’s welfare state, which he believed
was undermining morality and self-reliance.”> He complained about the
heavy tax burden, which he perceived as a hefty penalty for private initiative.
Still some months away from the Wall Street Crash of 1929, he was remained
convinced that the emerging economic crisis could be handled by rekindling
the entreprenecurial spirit. He welcomed the new authoritarian direction of
German politics after the collapse of the great coalition in March 1930. State
and individuals had to restrain themselves in order to overcome the economic
and psychological crisis.”® But he still believed in self-help and the entrepre-
neurial spirit, which would serve the common good.”* Therefore he strenu-
ously rejected the Federal emergency Act of June 27, 1930, paving the road
to a planned economy and to serfdom.”>

Vogt was convinced that business did not exist for politics, but reasonable
politics were a precondition for prosperous business.”® At the same time, he
argued that political opinions should not interfere with the conduct of busi-
ness.”” In contrast to most representatives of the Mittelstand, the large group
of midsize and smaller entrepreneurs, craftsmen, and retailers, he defended
corporations and large-scale firms, department and chain stores, as long as
they were founded on sound economic principles.”® But he also believed in
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an economy with a large number of small and middle-sized firms and shops
run by independent entrepreneurs.”? This was similar to the ideas of the
United States fair trade movement. Vogt, however, warned that their trust
in state-help was a dangerous illusion.3? He attributed the economic crisis
to excessive state activity. He instead wanted to see a “new democracy” in
business life, based on the cooperation of entrepreneurs, experts, and firms.3!
Voluntary chains, which were on the rise in the United States, could be one
answer, purchasing cooperation and local and regional communities of inter-
est another.3? Cooperation could combine the spirit of free entrepreneurs and
independent managers with the efficiency and lower costs of large business
organizations. Vogt’s ideas were typical for the early 1930s, when the search
was on for a third way between capitalism and communism. Another author
expressed the mood soon after the economic crisis began:

From the New World comes intoxication over the reign of machines and
numbers. The dollar as ultimate authority. Business is everything. Every
man only worth what he earns. From the East reverberates the gospel of the
masses. Equal rights for all. Everybody worth the same as the next person.
No independent individualized existence, only the collective (Allgemeinbeit).
Caught in the middle: the German.$3

A different economic order seemed necessary to achieve an overarch-
ing sense of accomplishing prosperity and defending independent business.
Vogt himself anticipated an end of marketing as consumer engineering before
it had even been put into practice: “It is not possible to develop a larger
demand for the people and afterwards expect partial relinquishments.”34
He argued for an extension of public relief works to create additional income
and facilitate higher rates of consumption—Dbefore the National Labor Service
was founded in June 1931. But the focus of Verkaufspraxis articles shifted
from the consumer to the internal workings of the consumer goods and
retailing industries.®®> Consumer engineering efforts did not match the reali-
ties of high levels of debt, declining rates of production and consumption, or
mass impoverishment.

During the crisis, Victor Vogt and Verkaufspraxis maintained their course.
Editor and staff complained about the ongoing economic slump, the fatalism
of most German people, and the growing levels of state intervention. Vogt
criticized the leading political parties, especially the Social Democrats and
the Nazi party for economic ideas involving more state planning and regula-
tion: “Economic-interventionist experiments won’t pave the way for recovery.
Only a return to character [ Persinlichkeit] and individual achievement will.”86
He recommended fundamental optimism and a noble attitude, praising
Henry Ford as a role model.8” In contrast to many representatives of heavy
industry, he argued courageously against autarky.38

Vogt expected the Great Depression to be a moral watershed. The
enticement of foreign capital and the promise of more efficient production
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methods had led to neglect limitations in German business after the heavy
losses caused by World War I and then hyperinflation.3? Steady reconstruc-
tion work was necessary. Believing the economic crisis to have been the result
of widespread corruption in business and state affairs, moreover, he saw
need for fresh entrepreneurial integrity.?® Vogt used harsh arguments against
white-collar crime and its only modest punishment, a stance he shared with
National Socialists.”! Vogt advocated a public pillory and other rigid changes
in the treatment of corrupt business leaders. “Weaklings, washouts, profiteers,
and notorious fraudsters” should be expelled from the community of honest
businessmen.?? This should still be an internal affair of the professionals, but
the state could support such efforts. But Vogt did not stop there. He also
directed his furor against those consumers who had been corrupted by bar-
gains and consumer credit. If they had supported honest businesses, the crisis
would be less deep. Consumer engineering was based on the short-term per-
spective of economic men and women.”3 A true consumer would reflect on
the long-term consequences of his purchases for local communities, the social
order, and the well-being of all Germans. Vogt argued for a culture of mutual
respect, which paradoxically he found from 1933 in National Socialist govern-
mental measures and in the actions of other business representatives.”*

COOPERATION AND COMMUNITY: CONSUMPTION
ENGINEERING AND THE “RATIONAL” NAZI STATE

Germany’s turn from a presidential to a National Socialist dictatorship in
1933 did not change the format of Verkaufspraxis. In clear ignorance of the
significance of the historical changes, Vogt welcomed “the great purge” and
applauded the recovery of “free entrepreneurship.”®® And he welcomed other
state interventions, for instance, advertising regulations, as markers of a new,
fair order.”® Although the Hitler cabinet intensified its regulatory and inter-
vention efforts, most entrepreneurs understood this turn as part of a renewal
and as unavoidable exceptional measures for recovery.?”

Vogt and Verkaufspraxis continued their work under National Socialism,
although they were critical of the “social” agenda of the Nazi party and
government. The journal maintained its core agenda, supplying information
and advice for businesses. Self-help and improvement remained the core topics,
although advertising and internal business organization became more impor-
tant from the mid-1930s. In his lead articles, Vogt supported the new National
Socialist government and Germany’s successtul revision of the Versailles treaty.
The national perspective was strong, but Verkaufspraxis was neither explic-
itly racist nor anti-Semitic.?® Meanwhile, the journal’s strong market position
played an integral role in the Forkel publishing house’s becoming a major
player in the fields of business and law during the Third Reich.

Important gradual changes occurred in the journal’s content during the
1930s, however. U.S. consumer expertise was still relevant, but the number of
articles on the subject declined from the beginning of the Great Depression.
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The United States was no longer the unchallenged model of modern business,
whereas Germany’s economic star was on the rise again after 1933-1934.
Verkaufspraxis still presented and discussed U.S. innovations and improvements,
but these became additions to the stories of growing performance by German
firms and experts.?? This changing flow of ideas reflected Vogt’s conviction that
Germany was no longer dependent on U.S. consumer engineering techniques
because it had established a more advanced form of self-reflective consumption
engineering. This point is crucial for understanding varieties of consumerism.
Here, the consumer was understood in a more noble position of self-constraint.
Consumption engineering was a German alternative to the U.S. (or Western
or capitalist) way of consumer engineering. In contrast to Calkin’s use of this
term in 1930, which was very similar to “consumer engineering” in 1932, this
consumption engineering was a manifestation of the anticipated needs of the
(German) people’s community. At least six main characteristics of consumption
engineering were perceived by the authors of pieces in Verkaufspraxis and many
other specialist publications as crucial during the Nazi period.1%0

First, as with neoliberal ideas emerging in the early 1930s, they thought
a strong state should establish a legal and economic framework for the con-
sumption sphere and guarantee security and order there.!®! This caused lim-
itations and hardships because the state was now seen as an expression of the
racial, material, and cultural foundation of the German people.'9? Such state
activity, however, was necessary in a world of competing states, empires, and
races.

Second, the authors understood the economy as an organic entity with
functional differentiation. Production, wholesaling, retailing, and consump-
tion each represented distinct rationales and followed different logics. Their
internal relations were based on honor, service, and mutual respect. This facil-
itated further “rationalization,” guided by experts but accepted and specified
by the different segments of the supply chain.!93

Third, the articles portrayed competition as the law of life. The experiences
of other national communities could be included and transfers of knowledge
from outside Germany remained important, but economic performance could
no longer be restricted to individual profit or well-being. The dominant goal
of business was to strengthen the German community.!% Advertising was still
necessary, but simply to maintain continuity in the consumption of relevant and
proven products, not to create need or stimulate desire, not to spawn new mar-
kets.1%% Vogt’s credo in 1933 was simply: “Be critical toward new desires! 106

Fourth, consumption was understood both as a necessity and as an expres-
sion of the individuality and creativity of the German people. While consumer
engineering was understood as a general toolbox for Western capitalist soci-
eties, consumption engineering should express the spirit and the economic
needs of individual nations. Mass and bulk production would not fit for
Germans as a nation of high and tasteful culture. Consumption engineering
would foster batch and customer production and support a world of goods
and services in accordance with Germany’s traditions (Fig. 7.3).
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Fifth, the individual consumer should and could trust in the services of
production and trade.!%” His or her personal desires had to be directed to
the priorities and needs of the German community!%: “Previously, business
beheld its great mission in fulfilling the public’s wishes, in following its ideas.
Business was the public’s true servant. Its purpose in life was the will and the
command of the customers.... Today another will directs business—the will
of the state.”1% Thus, experts had to reinterpret consumers’ desires. Appeals
to their “subconscious” became exhortations to a racially inflected national or
volkisch mission instead of invocations of the promise goods held for increas-
ing individual pleasure.!10

Finally, consumption should serve the German community firs
Domestic aliens to the German community and foreign members of other
communities had to take a back seat to the racially defined German people’s
needs, even if this meant the demise of such groups.

It cannot be the task of this article to analyze Vogt’s and his journal’s transi-
tion under National Socialism in detail. Eventually, Vogt made his arguments as
a party member and so wrote about “our National Socialist Weltanschauung”
or worldview.!1? Further, he declared his support not only for Germany as a
(racial) state but also for Adolf Hitler’s “Weltanschauung.”!!3 His transforma-
tion into an eager supporter of the National Socialist government was typical
for the large majority of formerly national-liberal entreprencurs.!1# They still
had adequate breathing room and were able to make independent business
decisions.!'® Even during the war, they were still talking about the synthesis
of an economy obliged to the needs of the Volk and the “creative” (schipfer-
isch) private initiative and self-reliance of businessmen.!!® By now, Vogt was
obviously arguing in large measure against his convictions of the early 1930s.
His reversals included going against his earlier preference for small and
midsize firms, and against his strong emphasis on state intervention as an
efficient, necessary, and sometimes superior mode of business practice.!l”
Now, only the state and responsible consumption engineers could guide the
majority of consumers toward fulfilling their true role in the economy.

For Vogt and Verkaufspraxis, World War II became a proving ground
for this model of consumption engineering, which entailed a voluntary
commitment to offering leadership in identifying improved sales methods
and to communicating to consumers improved ways of consumption. The
task was challenging, but the journal’s experts now had to prove their mettle
as “home front soldiers.”!1® They saw their attitude, conduct, forbearance,
and ability to think in terms of the common German good as legitimations
for their leadership role in the German community.!!” Consumers had to do
their part too. Their role in national community was different, but their val-
ues needed to be the same as those of the business and consumption experts.

Although he constantly expressed his desire for peace and the undis-
turbed conduct of business, Vogt was a willing supporter of Nazi Germany’s
war effort.!?® He accused “England” as the driving force behind the war
and praised his own government for its wise preventive efforts.!?! After

¢ 111
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Fig. 7.3 Expanding evidence and adding value: Man in the focus of experts, 1929.
Source: Uhu 5, no. 10 (1928 /29): 86.
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Germany’s defeat of France, he welcomed the opportunities that a new
Europe and a new colonial empire governed by Germany promised.'?? He
favored large-scale planning in Europe’s East and West.!?3 The United States
no longer represented a model for Germany, whereas the closer connections
with Germany’s European neighbors he supported were eventually conducive
to European cooperation after Germany’s defeat in 1945.

The limits and, of course, the failure of consumption engineering during
the Nazi period were obvious.'?* In the context of this book, however, it is
more important to realize that German experts—and probably those of other
nations and empires too—developed models for economic improvement that
were meant to function as alternatives to Anglo-Saxon approaches to consumer
engineering.!2®> The development of such alternatives also conditioned German
experts’ attitudes toward ostensibly Western models in the early postwar period.

ReLUCTANT ACCEPTANCE: NEW WAYS OF SELLING
AND ADVERTISING IN 1949-1950

By the time VerkawufSpraxis had been relaunched in December 1949, Victor
Vogt had been replaced as editor by Gottlieb Friedrich “Fritz” Seitz (1890-
1966), who had worked as advertising director at Robert Bosch GmbH since
1940. Previously an officer in the German Army, he had managed a furniture
factory in occupied France from 1916 and was responsible for several popu-
lar journals—published by the Franckh’sche Verlagsbuchhandlung in Stuttgart,
including Kosmos (Cosmos), Amerika und Wir (America and Us), and Basteln
und Bawen (Making and Building). During the 1920s, he acted in multiple
capacities as publisher, advertising consultant, lobbyist for executive employees,
and promoter of German culture in the Southwest. Like Vogt, he had been
both nationalist and liberal, playing an active role for the DDP in the early
1920s.126 He later joined the SA and was a committed National Socialist.12”

Seitz, Vogt, and Forkel signed the first postwar editorial of Verkaufspraxis
but offered no explanation for Vogt’s replacement.!?® During the war, Vogt’s
Fortschritt office furniture company had converted its production over to mili-
tary needs, for instance, by developing organization tables for commando posts,
and it used forced labor.!?? From 1944, the Freiburg firm built tail units and
aircraft fuselages for Messerschmitt.!30 Although Freiburg endured several heavy
bombings (the British Operation Tigerfish destroyed large parts of the his-
toric center as well as some midsize industrial firms, killing some 2800 people
in November 1944) Fortschritt remained relatively unscathed.!3! By late 1949,
Vogt’s dedicated support of the National Socialist government no longer pre-
sented an obstacle to continuing his business career in the French occupation
zone.'32 Still, Vogt did not contribute additional articles to the first postwar vol-
ume. Nonetheless, Seitz’ reprinting of two volumes of valuable articles from ear-
lier issues of Verkaufspraxis emphasized continuity with Vogt’s direction.!33

In principle, the relaunched Verkawufspraxis faced quite similar
circumstances as the journal had at its beginning in 1925. Rationalization
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and transfers of business expertise were seen as necessary for recovery from
the war. “It is proper to again seek success in free competition and in for-
eign markets.”!3* Former models of market research and consumer analysis
had to be reinstituted after the end of rationing and with the reestablishment
of a market society. The hardships of war and especially of the postwar period
made efficient basic provisioning of goods a necessity of the time, although
the eventual seller’s market of the postwar years slowed down this process.
Self-service concepts had been already discussed in the 1920s and were imple-
mented from the late 1930s, but now the U.S. example seemed to offer new
methods namely for the cheap and efficient distribution of goods.!3® The
United States became a model once again. Its advanced advertising methods
and techniques were of particular interest.!3¢

In 1949-1950, however, it was not yet necessary to discuss and implement
the newest U.S. methods in consumer engineering. Instead, Verkaufspraxis
offered adaptations and refinements of German and U.S. models from the
late 1920s.13” The adoption of U.S. expertise was again only partial, but
Germany’s total defeat and West Germany’s role in the Cold War led to an
intensified orientation toward the Western superpower. In addition, it was
necessary to earn foreign currency, U.S. dollars, on the world market. Partial
adoption of U.S. methods also enabled closer cooperation with Western and
Southern European neighbors, who had to solve similar economic prob-
lems after the war. Nevertheless, it is striking how Verkaufspraxis continued
to follow wartime thinking. As already mentioned, Europe, dominated by
Germany, had been the focus of many editorials after 1941. In fact, it was
common to talk about “us Europeans.”!3® During the war, the journal had
also analyzed the situation in European states conquered by Germany.!3?
Verkaufspraxis has supported the creation of a new European order, especially
a greater economic zone under German supremacy.!#? In the immediate post-
war period, the journal, run predominantly by former National Socialist sup-
porters and party members, developed close ties to France, Italy, Switzerland,
and Britain, even if U.S. examples became dominant.!#!

There was no immediate transfer of U.S. consumer engineering in the
carly postwar period—although consumers received renewed attention.!*2
The rationale for such distance to U.S. influences was threefold. First,
Verkaufspraxis was still promoting the idea of severe cultural and economic
differences between both countries. Second, its authors took for granted that
German graphic design still offered superior aesthetic quality in advertising
and even product design. Third, postwar experts also remained skeptical of the
overcommercialized advertising methods prominent in the United States.!*3
In addition, the severe differences in purchasing power and in the basic
needs of most consumers shaped the transfer of commercial models from the
United States. Consumer engineering was not perceived as a model for over-
coming the economic obstacles of the postwar era, but as a bundle of meas-
ures typical for a buyer’s market. It would take years, they thought, before
Germany’s economic situation brought about such circumstances.
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ADOPTION AND ALIENNESS: SOME CONCLUSIONS

The example of Victor Vogt and Verkaufspraxis adds important perspectives
to our understanding of the interrupted career of consumer engineering
techniques in Germany from the 1920s to the 1950s. First, while com-
mon narratives about German marketing are based on branded consumer
goods and fancy print advertisements, the consultants and practitioners of
the Verkaufspraxis group represented not only a different business sector,
closer to business practice, but also different consumer goods, most notably
durables. Their outreach to producers, wholesalers, retailers, and consum-
ers alike allows a more nuanced understanding of German business and sales
culture in the mid-twentieth century.

Second, although U.S. consumer engineering techniques were discussed
and adopted even before the term was coined in 1932, their transfer to
Germany was never an affair of the heart. It was triggered by the promise of
economic reconstruction and a rising standard of living, but it was embedded
in a culture of global competition, not in a culture of universal acceptance of
the American model of manufacturing, selling, advertising, and consumption.

Third, the adoption of U.S. consumer engineering techniques and ideas
in Germany was restrained by external shocks, like the Great Depression
and World War II. National traditions, nationalistic desires, and the rise of
National Socialism led to the alternative German concept of consumption
(not consumer) engineering during the 1930s and early 1940s. This idea
comprised an amalgam of an organic understanding of society, faith in the
merits of free and creative entrepreneurship, the values of the so-called
Mittelstand, and ideas about social hierarchies and the appropriateness of
modern consumerism. Although such consumption engineering—especially
in its racialized version—was no longer propagated after World War 11, adher-
ence to it severely slowed the adoption of U.S. consumer engineering models
in the 1950s and 1960s. The historical experiences of the Great Depression
and National Socialist rule helped the national-liberal establishment in
Germany to make peace with the idea of a social market economy (with a
strong welfare state and wide-ranging regulation) and to accept the need to
cooperate with European neighbors to the West and the South.

Finally, the partial adoption of U.S.—or Western—ideas of consumer engi-
neering by Victor Vogt and the Verkaufspraxis group calls into question the
common scholarly use of “Americanization” as a unidirectional flow of exper-
tise and the expression of a superior, more promising model for the future.
Vogt’s study of U.S. business practices captured a broad variety of ideas, often
contradictory to the perspective of consumer engineering. America offered a
broad variety of business models; the fair trade movement, oligopolistic coop-
eration, and the widespread reception of economic planning should not be
marginalized in analyses of America’s influence on Germany. German experts
like Vogt treated U.S. ideas as implements in a well-appointed toolbox,
deciding on their own which to use or not use in response to the challenges
Germany faced as a modern consumer society.
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CHAPTER 8

Consumer Credit as a Marketing Tool:
The French Experience in European

and Transatlantic Comparison,
1950s-1960s

Sabine Effosse

A 1958 brochure aimed at shop owners in the Cetelem consumer credit
network advised, “never make two sales, i.c., the sale of the appliance and the
sale of the credit package; make just one sale, i.c., the sale of the appliance on
credit.”! If buying new durable consumer goods on credit (vacuum cleaners,
washing machines, fridges, and so on) does not sound unusual in advanced
consumer societies of the early twenty-first century, Cetelem’s sales advice was
by no means self-evident in mid-twenty-first-century France, a country that
was in large parts still very rural even by the mid-1960s.

Saving was emphasized, not taking out consumer loans to satisfy mere wants
and desires.? According to the saying, “a rich man pays his debts,” consumer
credit was perceived as an emergency loan and was primarily used for food
(putting something on one’s tab at the local grocer) or essential textiles (cloth-
ing and houschold linen) by the working classes. In this context, convincing a
broader section of the French public to buy on credit so as to enjoy modern
comforts without delay posed a significant challenge to marketing experts in
postwar France. For them, what we are calling “consumer engineering” in this
book meant first of all creating “modern” shoppers uninhibited by any con-
servative resistance to incurring debts for non-emergencies.?
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Three groups of social actors sought to meet this challenge in postwar
France. First, there were manufacturers who understood that they needed to
sell more to increase production and profits. Seeking to increase consumer
demand with credit, they teamed up with commercial banks to set up new
institutions that specialized in consumer finance—our second group of actors.
Among these, Cetelem, founded in 1953, stood out as particularly success-
ful. Postwar France presented an unusual case in consumer credit because of
its legislation on banking, which had been nationalized in December 1945.
Whereas new consumer credit options were made available to consumers in
neighboring countries in the postwar era via pre-existing networks, for exam-
ple, finance houses in the United Kingdom and savings banks in Germany,*
French financial authorities preferred to see dedicated organizations for
financing household spending set up that had no access to public resources.
This requirement precluded using the nationalized banks, which left no
suitable networks through which to distribute consumer credit.

So Cetelem opted to collaborate with a third group of actors—retailers,
usually small family businesses—as part of its commercial strategy to attract
customers. Already in contact with consumers, actors in this last group were
particularly well placed to identify customers’ requirements as well as assess
their creditworthiness. In fact, they could offer credit at the point of sale,
as was done elsewhere in Europe.® As key participants in the sale of credit,
retailers received credit institutions’ full attention in terms of both recruit-
ment and sales training. At the beginning of the 1960s, however, retailers saw
their role restricted.

Legislative changes affected the profitability of consumer credit institutions
and led to strategic repositioning and internal organizational changes—with
regard to decisions about the locations of branch offices, for example, and in
terms of early steps in the computerization of their processes. The approach
centered on a credit application completed at the point of sale was succeeded
by one focused on customers’ consumer credit track records. This develop-
ment was made possible by the systematic data collection achieved with early
computer systems. Accordingly, financial institutions contacted “good pay-
ers,” namely people who repaid their loans on time directly. They offered
these consumers new products intended to boost their loyalty, such as
revolving loans, the origins of which date back to the mid-1960s. This trend
became more pronounced after 1969, when France adopted monthly salaries
for all, ten years after Germany and Sweden.®

But how did French consumers react to the implementation of the
consumer credit-focused commercial strategies of the postwar era? Were
they won over by credit and thus persuaded to buy more things? To a cer-
tain extent, yes. Although the average debt level of French residents remained
lower than that of their UK and German counterparts at the end of the 1960s,
there is no denying that the creation of new consumer credit institutions in
France had altered social practices. From an instrument once looked down
on, once used by the working classes to buy food or semi-durable goods,
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credit had become a commonplace means of enjoying the comforts available
in an affluent society. Adopted by the salaried middle classes, it undoubtedly
drove many households’ first purchases of new durable household goods
and automobiles. This evolution highlighted how credit helped change
understandings of French domesticity, not to mention customary consumer
behavior. With favorable credit terms and retailers trained to put customers
at ease, credit marketing paved the way toward more “modern” consumer
attitudes. The shift from a culture of austerity and thriftiness to affluence and
spending redefined the meaning of credit, a process in which the emerging
baby boomer generation and changing gender roles played key roles.

In this chapter, I show how major players in the French consumer
goods industry brought French buyers to spend and consume in new ways.
How did these automobile and appliance manufacturers succeed in con-
vincing consumers to enjoy new items before paying for them?” In the first
section, I assess how French industrial companies managed to convince
investment banks to set up new lending organizations in the first place, even
though the regulatory environment favored production over consumption.
I also examine the extent to which increases in consumer purchasing power
during the 1950s were fostered by the creation of the new consumer credit
companies as well as by their efforts to promote a new way of buying.® The
emerging working society afforded by full-employment conditions during the
postwar economic boom years, or trente glovieuses, offered new opportunities
to expand the consumer credit market by changing habits in family budget
management. Incomes became more regular, more predictable, while the fear
of falling into debt faded.

In the second section, I turn to the retailer as intermediary between finan-
cial institution and consumer. I show their key role in attracting buyers on
credit and examine how potential customers reacted to their sales pitches.
This section also considers the tools involved in training shop owners and any
sales staff. What roles, for example, did marketing advice books and training
seminars play? What kinds of arguments did retailers employ to persuade con-
sumers? Finally, in the third section I focus on strategic developments in the
lending industry, as lenders learned to extract value from their customer files
at the beginning of the 1960s by directly marketing credit to “good payers”
in new “customer loyalty” schemes.

FINANCING PRIVATE INDIVIDUALS’ CONSUMPTION AS AN
OPPORTUNITY FOR (GROWTH?

The common impression that houschold spending was transacted in cash
until the twentieth century and in credit thereafter is misleading.” In fact,
consumer credit has been around a long time in its traditional form. Retailers
extended it to increase sales, while customers used it to finance the pur-
chase of consumer goods within the literal meaning of the term, that is,
goods intended to be used up or depleted. For ordinary European family
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budgets, credit was primarily used to purchase foodstufts (by running a tab
at the butcher’s, for instance) and then textiles (necessary household linen
and items for daughters” dowries), furniture, or even bicycles, as a result of
industrialization and gradual increases in living standards.!?

A new kind of credit emerged alongside this familiar sales-driven kind
between the two World Wars. Now came the loans introduced by manufac-
turers of new semi-durable consumer goods—cars, radios, and gas stoves,
for instance—as part of the second wave of industrialization. Following
Henry Ford’s model in the United States, European automotive manufac-
turers began to set up “modern” consumer credit subsidiaries in the 1920s,
integrating these into systems in which parties outside the credit companies
acted as intermediaries between buyers and sellers. In France in 1938, in fact,
25 percent of passenger vehicles, a truly big-ticket item, were sold on credit,
prefiguring postwar trends in consumer credit.!!

Widespread destruction in Continental Europe reinvigorated the need for
credit in the wake of World War II. Although consumer credit was available to
households in the United Kingdom via finance houses, or in Germany via sav-
ings banks, the situation in France was more complicated. Bank lending, which
had been nationalized since 1945, was expected to support industrial recon-
struction and therefore production. Financing for household needs was vir-
tually non-existent. At the same time, pent-up demand for durable household
goods was huge.

Faced with this gap, some industrial companies became involved in set-
ting up new financial organizations in order to expand their market by offer-
ing credit to private individuals. After reviewing the situation in the United
States, industry leaders were convinced of the importance of this project.
However, they needed to obtain the cooperation of French financial authori-
ties in order to enable “safe” consumption spending on credit, that is, spend-
ing that did not increase domestic inflation.

“You Need to Sell to Produce”: Manufactuvers’ Lending Initiatives

The crash of 1929 had a profound effect on manufacturers. Even though the
goal since the beginning of industrialization had been mechanization and
rationalization in order to produce more, the crash revealed the need to have
a broad and solvent consumer market in order to sell an increasingly large
amount of goods. Credit sales provided one solution to this perceived need.

The issue arose again in similar terms during the reconstruction process
immediately after World War II, especially for “new” European industries
such as household appliances. In fact, even though there were a large num-
ber of American imports, including the Frigidaire brand before the war (figo
even became a synonym for refrigerator in French), the European industrial
boom (embodied in the rise of Electrolux and Arthur Martin, for example)
raised the issue of how to sell goods that had become more plentiful but that
were still expensive.
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In fact, the cost of washing machines and fridges amounted to several
months’ salary for a French factory worker. Accordingly, despite the success
of the Salon des arts ménagers (Household Arts Show), which reopened its
doors in 1948, the new goods often remained out of reach for young mar-
ried couples or housewives dreaming of “American kitchens.”!? The issue was
not just price but the limited availability of credit offered by manufacturers’
subsidiaries or retailers.!® Because of credit shortages and the priority given
to professional capital equipment for bakers, butchers, and the like in France,
loans to individuals did not really recover. Only the economic unions, the
organizations set up by retailers based on the model adopted by Paris depart-
ment stores, provided loans of between three and six months to buy textiles
(clothing and dowry items) or hardware in certain regions.

The lack of credit to allow households to purchase new durables was
increasingly recognized as a core problem. Thus, furniture and household
appliance manufacturers had the idea of setting up new organizations that
sold credit, in order to create the conditions for a mass market. Seeking insti-
tutions that possessed the financial strength required to grant loans on a large
scale, the manufacturers turned to banking partners, specifically to two mer-
chant banks that had not been nationalized, Banque Générale Industrielle La
Hénin and Union Frangaise de Banques. Accordingly, Sofinco was founded
in 1951 as a result of the partnership between the French National Furniture
Federation and Banque Générale Industrielle La Hénin. The company,
which specialized in financing motor scooters and furniture, experienced a
difficult start due to an extremely aggressive marketing policy that encour-
aged the granting of loans without proper checks on the buyers’ creditwor-
thiness. Moving too quickly in hopes of rapid sales expansion, Sofinco’s initial
lending policy was not sustainable. This was why the second such project in
the works, backed by the French Electrical Manufacturers’ Association was
first subjected to an in-depth review by the partner bank, Union Frangaise
de Banques. Viewing the United States as the leading pioneer in consumer
credit, Jacques de Fouchier, the bank’s managing director, dispatched Boris
Méra, its chief executive officer, to observe existing practices there.!*

“The Wind of Fashion Blows from the West”: The U.S. Experience and the
Founding of Cetelem

Union Frangaise de Banques demonstrated a great deal of interest in this con-
sumer credit project, which was backed by an association that included large
manufacturers (Thomson, Brandt, and Conord) and importers (Frigidaire,
Bendix, and Frigeco). Henri Davezac, the association’s chairman, intended to
“bring happiness to housewives” by developing the sale of household appli-
ances on credit. The idea appealed to Jacques de Fouchier. His bank was
looking for new business activities, and the financing of households appeared
to be a promising opportunity. However, he asked Boris Méra, his closest col-
league, to perform a feasibility study before providing a reply.'®
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Mr. Méra initially focused on Sofinco’s experience. He also reviewed the
project proposals drawn up by the electrical goods manufacturers Arthur
Martin and Frigidaire. Lastly, he spent several weeks on a research trip
in New York in October 1952. This trip, which could be compared to the
productivity missions that took place immediately after the war, confirmed
the attraction of developing sales financed by credit in France. As for the
emerging mass retail sector and the Dayton seminars (organized by National
Cash Register), which drew a lot of leaders from the French retail industry,
the consumer credit experience in the United States, including its promotion
by marketers, was seen as a model to follow on the way toward constructing
the modern French consumer. Thus, for example, Boris Méra collected adver-
tising documentation from the National Foundation for Consumer Credit
that insisted the “wise use” of credit “raises standards of living.”'¢ The aim in
the French case, however, was to adjust French habits, which were still rooted
in frugality and rural society.!”

De Fouchier and Méra took three main ideas from the US experience: the
desirability of simplifying processes, especially by eliminating bills of exchange,
which had been compulsory in France to that point; the need to have retailers
share in the risk inherent in consumer credit; and the speed and profitability
gains to be had from mechanizing routine tasks. On the other hand, they had to
find a different solution to recovering the costs of loan defaults because French
law accorded immediate ownership of items to their purchaser, even those
bought on credit, meaning repossession was not possible, unlike in the United
States, the United Kingdom, or Germany. The workaround they chose was to
combine each consumer loan with an insurance policy that guaranteed repay-
ment in the event that the borrower defaulted due to illness, invalidity, or death.

The simplicity of the process for granting credit observed in the United
States, and its potential for adaptation in France convinced Jacques de Fouchier
to agree to the proposal made by the French Electrical Manufacturers’
Association. Thus, both partners decided to set up a new lending organization.
They still had to obtain the authorization of the French financial authorities,
however, in an environment where lending had been nationalized.

Converting French Financial Authovities: Supporting Growth
and Combating Overpriced Loans

French financial authorities viewed consumer credit with suspicion because
it was associated with several perceived ills. The biggest concern was infla-
tion, a recurring problem for the French economy, but consumer credit also
stood accused of enabling the purchase of consumer goods through expensive
hire-purchase schemes as well as propping up high retail prices. Accordingly,
except when used to purchase cars, which were seen more as a produc-
tive asset used primarily by self-employed professionals (doctors, notaries,
etc.), French financial authorities considered consumer credit illegitimate.
They saw consumer credit as a marketing device for the automotive sector
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only and consequently refused to register any new institutions that might
conduct such business.!8

This entrenched position changed with the improvement of the country’s
economic situation, however. Since adopting the minister of finance Antoine
Pinay’s policies in 1952, France had succeeded in stabilizing inflation,
permitting the idea of reinvigorating economic activity with lending to emerge.
Robert Buron, the minister for economic affairs, therefore favored reinvigorat-
ing growth not only via lending to support the manufacture of export goods
and the development of housing, both already considered acceptable uses of
credit, but also via consumer loans, a novel concept at the time.

Before encouraging the development of consumer credit, however,
such credit needed to be regulated in order to prevent abuses, especially in
terms of interest rates. Rules to promote “economically sound and socially
acceptable credit” were adopted in July 1954. In particular, interest rates
were to be published and related statistics gathered for the financial author-
ities; the amounts and terms of loans were limited in accordance with the
goods financed; a minimum equity capital requirement was set for the lending
institutions, as was the minimum ratio of shareholder equity to outstanding
consumer debt.!?

One important limitation of the measure was the lack of any cap on
interest rates, in contrast to the UK Money Lenders Act of 1927. Only the
obligation to display rates was mandated, and that was to encourage com-
petition. To combat usury, financial authorities preferred to exert influence
on the size of the lenders, encouraging the creation of “large” entities like
Sofinco or Cetelem, which were undoubtedly easier for Banque de France to
monitor via shareholder equity and minimum equity capital rules. The regula-
tion also determined which kinds of goods would likely be financed by credit.
Although there was no comprehensive list, like in the United Kingdom, the
aim was to sell “useful and durable goods” on credit. The term and the cash
payment varied depending on whether the goods were considered a priority
for the French economy, as major household appliances and cars were.

The question of consumer goods’ utility and durability raised the issue
of consumption and living standards. The production and consumption of
important new consumer goods complemented French home-building policy,
which emerged very late in France relative to Germany and was meant to
help modernize family life. This situation in France during the postwar boom
years resembled that in the United States during the 1930s and in Germany
in the wake of World War II. The strong link between home-building policy
and the emerging consumer credit market emphasized the role of the latter
in modernizing consumers’ lifestyles. Making consumer credit available to
accompany the new housing coming online reflected how regulators now saw
consumer credit as an “investment loan” for improving living standards.

Taking terms that had been used for production and transposing them
to households, French authorities promoted consumer credit as “a loan for
personal” and “household appliances” that was likely to encourage “the
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rational fitting out of the home.” Against the tense political and social back-
drop of 1953-54, consumer credit was presented as a means of improving
living conditions. It would supposedly lighten housewives’ workloads, too.
Freed from domestic tasks by the refrigerator, the washing machine, and the
vacuum cleaner, French women could become “queens, like American
women,” and focus on raising their children. The “new” regulated consumer
credit was presented as a means to modernization (80 percent of French
homes had no bathroom in 1954) and to the establishment of social harmony.
Credit, synonymous with poverty to that point, would now facilitate the pur-
chase of goods linked to comfort and well-being: domestic appliances. In this
way, consumer loans appeared explicitly as tools to influence household spend-
ing behavior and to engineer, so to speak, a modern consumer experience.
This is exactly what Sofinco and Cetelem, the two financial institutions
resulting from the partnership between merchant banks and manufacturers,
were supposed to be. Cetelem, founded in 1953, was the first institution
authorized to conduct its lending business. By displaying loan rates 25 per-
cent lower on average than those on the market, it intended to promote the
“happiness of housewives.” Although Cetelem was favored by the regulation
and benefited from significant industrial and banking support, however, it was
not entering an untouched market. Its first goal, therefore, was to set up a
network of shops “accredited” by Cetelem, inasmuch as credit was an ancil-
lary to sales. In other words, Cetelem’s first marketing campaign was con-
ducted in the business-to-business (B2B) sector, to use current terminology.

“You SeLL, AxD WE WILL Do THE REsT”: THE ROLE OF SHOP
OWNERS IN THE CONSUMER CREDIT Boom??

As the loan was actually arranged at the point of sale at that time, the real custom-
ers of credit institutions were not private individuals but shop owners. In direct
contact with buyers and materially associated with any potential gains or losses
incurred through a credit sale, retailers played two key roles: They promoted
purchases on credit to potential buyers, and they helped ensure the successtul
repayment of loans to the lender through the quality of the information they
obtained from potential borrowers in the first place, not to mention the accuracy
of their own impressions of these customers. The important dual role of retail-
ers, already observed by Méra in the United States, made recruiting and training
shop owners a major issue for any new credit institution.?! Next came the ques-
tion of how well retailers got through to their customers and with what pitches.
To what extent did customers accept or reject ofters to purchase on credit?

“A Good Seller Grants Sound Loans”: Recruiting and Training
Shop Owners

When it launched its business, Cetelem’s goal was to finance 30,000 loan
applications per year, at which point its operations would become profitable.
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Achieving this aim first meant going directly to the retailers to convince them
to offer Cetelem loans to their customers. To this end, the institution set up
a “group of commercial inspectors,” who were assisted by the experience of
Cetelem’s industrial shareholders (especially Arthur Martin). For the manu-
facturers involved in the foundation of Cetelem, the idea was actually to refo-
cus on their core business of producing goods and to leave the marketing
process to retailers, to the benefit of the new credit institution.

When the inspectors went out to meet the retailers, they found two char-
acteristic features of the market. First was the broad diversity of the com-
mercial sector that helped supply the French with household appliances;
it included electrical installation companies, hardware stores, wholesalers,
branch outlets, and more. Second, credit sales were already common practice.
According to market research on credit for household appliances carried out
in late 1955, around 80 percent of the retailers surveyed sold goods on credit,
usually for a term equal to or shorter than one year.?? These loans were
financed either through the retailers’ own cash flow (around half of the retail-
ers) or with the assistance of specialized organizations. This information led
Cetelem to fine-tune the arguments it proftered retailers to promote its credit
products.

Reactions to Cetelem’s overtures ranged from indifference to rejection or
even indignation. Among retailers who did not extend any credit, the most
frequent comment was, “if I offer credit in my store, I am going to attract
bad customers and devalue my business image.” Some store owners were also
shocked by the extensive financial information requested by Cetelem to estab-
lish a business relationship.?? Retailers already affiliated with another credit
institution, such as CREG, Radiofiduciaire, or Sofinco, expressed concern
about switching to another company. Accordingly, Cetelem’s commercial
inspectors (read: sales team) put forward several arguments to convince retail-
ers of the benefit of selling on credit and of the quality of Cetelem’s service.
The first argument, obviously, was that “credit significantly boosts sales.”
Accordingly, in a brochure entitled “You sell, and we do the rest,” Cetelem
highlighted the potential for retailers to triple their revenues “at no risk.”

In fact, even though the institution required that retailers be associated
with the anticipated successful outcome of the loan, the latter no longer
needed to draw on their own cash or worry about recovering losses caused
by bad loans because Cetelem paid retailers immediately. Cetelem’s second
argument aimed to reassure shop owners about the lending institution’s
strength and responsible business methods. As the newest entrant among the
new consumer credit institutions, Cetelem needed to establish its legitimacy.
As part of this process, Cetelem invited the business owners it approached to
visit the institution’s head office in Paris, where certain modern services, such
as mechanical data processing, were likely to create a favorable impression.
Advertising materials, including posters, signs, leaflets, and prospectuses, were
also used, following the US model of promoting manufacturers’ goods like
Frigidaire by the shops.
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Cetelem’s approach actually paid off. By the end of 1954, it had 2300
accredited correspondents. This accreditation covered the quality of the peo-
ple selling, the quality of the products they sold, and the quality of the shop’s
service after the sales. Accordingly, Cetelem, which had been convinced by
the US experience, made the satisfaction of its loan customers—the guarantee
of timely repayment—the focal point of its development strategy: “What are
we selling? A service over and above the appliance.”

“Pay for the Comfort of Your Home Little by Little”: Customer Responses™

Once shop owners had been recruited, they needed to be trained. Such train-
ing was important to Cetelem for two reasons. A shop owner had to make
potential customers agree to the credit terms on offer as well as assess their
repayment capabilities. To “make the credit-based pitch easier,” Cetelem
drew inspiration from the manufacturers’ own credit sales techniques, more
specifically the techniques applied by Arthur Martin, Bendix, Frigidaire,
and Schneider. Like those companies, Cetelem drew up “practical hand-
books for sellers” for its accredited correspondents. The brochure A few tips
for a smooth sale, to try immediately, with no rvestrictions ov embarrassment
insisted on four points: understanding the customer’s requirements, poten-
tially directing their desire toward a more expensive appliance, finding out
their real objections to credit, and reassuring them by remaining on famil-
iar ground.?® To succeed, Cetelem reminded salespersons of the watchword,
“never make two sales, i.e. the sale of the appliance and the sale of the credit
package; make just one sale, i.e. the sale of the appliance on credit.” Buying
on credit was to become “normalized” in the minds of consumers, something
that would become a generally accepted part of appliance purchases.

“Understanding the customer’s requirements: [How?] - It’s really simple....
If you are selling fruit, explain that it will keep better in a refrigerator; when
talking about racing or wrestling, talk about the event that you saw on TV;
when talking about furniture, mention how comfortable new armchairs are
[for watching TV], and watch the response.” To the extent that “there is no
question of displaying everything in your store,” Cetelem also insisted on the
key role played by the prospectus, which would enable shops to raise the cus-
tomer’s awareness. In particular, the salesperson was supposed to suggest that
customers return during a “quiet period” to discuss the product. The aim was
then to question the customer about the intended use of the appliance that
they had their eyes on. This process would enable the salesperson to note the
number of children in the family, the family’s situation, the customer’s quali-
fications on some occasions, and even the name of their employer. The seller
could then present the appropriate appliance. Large families purchased a wash-
ing machine more easily, whereas young couples were more likely to purchase
a refrigerator. Such conversations would also yield useful information for the
loan application.
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The promotion of new standards of domestic comfort in face-to-face sales
was closely linked with changes in the family and in government family pol-
icy. With the baby boom, the French state encouraged mothers to look after
children not only for health reasons but also to improve their education level.
This changing understanding of the family lay behind the success of sales-
persons in promoting domestic appliances as a means to free mothers from
domestic work in order to focus on training skilled workers and well paid
consumers for the future.

Where the choice of products was concerned, the salesperson was meant
to stress the benefits of using credit to buy a “high-quality” item, which was
supposedly reliable and would therefore be useful. In fact, product ranges
were very extensive at the time, which reflected the number of manufacturers.
In the case of washing machines, for instance, a so-called heavy-duty washing
machine retailed at between 160,000 and 200,000 French francs in January
1955, while a “light-use” machine cost between 70,000 and 80,000 French
francs. The idea was to show the customer the benefit of not buying a less
reliable machine for cash when they could get a better one “for the same cash
price + 12 small monthly installments.”2¢ In part, this strategy was about “sell-
ing more” to consumers, but it was also meant to change consumption habits
more generally, getting consumers to think of new consumer goods as long-
term household investments.

But what if the customer withdrew or became frightened? “[T]he greatest
obstacle remained the price,” especially the price of the loan. “The loan is too
expensive!” was noted as customers’ main objection, the one that sellers had
to overcome. To achieve this aim, the salespeople needed to position them-
selves on ground familiar to the customer.

Reassuring customers included making the use of credit a commonplace.
“We all live on credit,” like for gas and electricity: “we consume it first, and
we pay for it later, but we don’t have anything left. In contrast, when we
pay for a refrigerator or a washing machine every month, we are consuming,
we are paying for it partly with the savings that the appliance enables us to
make, and it continues to be useful to us long after the end of the loan.”?”
Using references familiar to buyers was highly recommended. A clever sales-
person did not talk about interest rates. They presented the rate in the form
of'a monthly payment and compared it with “a housewife’s shopping basket,”
where possible. “Your customer buys 50 French francs worth of food every
week; this is the basis for the monthly installment that you need to suggest to
them.” Accordingly, in the case of credit offers in rural areas, Cetelem recom-
mended presenting the monthly installments in relation to the price of a sin-
gle rabbit. Besides the cost of the loan, the other major objection was fear of
the future, fear of debt. “What if something happens to me?” In such cases,
sellers were supposed to remind the customer that life insurance was attached
to every Cetelem loan.
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Lastly, where the information requested when opening the loan appli-
cation was concerned, sellers needed to be prepared to overcome the third
objection usually put forward by customers: “Your information requirements
are intrusive!” In a country where cash payments were still the ideal, credit
had to be used discreetly. Customers were still concerned about any enquir-
ies that could be made with their employer. The salesperson was then sup-
posed to use this opportunity to explain that all the information requested
would be used for the proper recovery of the loan, a system that made it pos-
sible for customers to benefit from lower rates than Cetelem’s competitors
offered. The seller also had to remind customers that Cetelem was a bank
“and therefore bound by professional confidentiality.” Only after the sale had
been agreed to would the salesperson fill in the customer’s credit purchase
application.

Assessing a borrower’s creditworthiness, and therefore rejecting that bor-
rower if necessary, was the second aspect in the salesperson’s training pro-
cess. In fact, the successful outcome of the loan was largely dependent on
the salesperson: “Your direct contact with the buyers, and your customer
knowledge will enable you to assess your customers’ solvency and responsible
approach better than anyone else; the success of the transactions that we will
handle together will largely depend on your judgment and on the informa-
tion that you will forward to us.” The information Cetelem requested about
the customer included their job, their monthly income, and their housing sit-
uation, in addition to their identity. Generally speaking, having employee sta-
tus, regardless of whether as an executive, a white-collar worker, or a manual
worker, was a major advantage in terms of obtaining a loan. The monthly
installments were then set at between 10 and 15 percent of monthly income,
both by Cetelem and the other credit institutions.

Cetelem’s marketing strategy, which was based on the quality of the
salespersons and their service, was a success. The target of financing 30,000
applications in the first year was achieved. Some 100,000 applications were
financed in 1954 and 230,000 applications in 1958. By then, Cetelem’s
sales network included around ten thousand retailers. The main appliances it
financed were vacuum cleaners, refrigerators, and washing machines, which
together accounted for 87 percent of credit applications, whereas televisions
made a small breakthrough of 12 percent.?8

Cetelem’s first few years of existence were therefore a success. The goals
set in terms of the number of applications financed were achieved, and
the institution ranked second only behind CREG, its historical compet-
itor. Changes in the regulatory environment from 1957, however, and
the stagnation of the average loan amount put pressure on Cetelem’s
financial results. The time had therefore come to adapt to a changing
market.
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RETAINING THE LOYALTY OF “G0O0OD PAYERS”: THE CUSTOMER-
BASED APPROACH AND DIRECT CREDIT AS KEy FACTORS
IN ADAPTING TO THE MARKET

The signing of the Treaty of Rome on March 25, 1957, marked a new
stage for the consumer credit market. French industry, and especially the
household electrical appliance industry, which was younger than the auto-
motive industry, had to become more competitive in order to deal with its
European counterparts, especially its competitors in Germany and Italy. While
it undertook internal efforts to modernize, the sector also appealed to state
financial authorities for greater flexibility in the terms and conditions of its
credit offerings. The authorities, however, firmly intended to demand price
reductions in exchange for such concessions, both for the appliances and
the loans to finance them. Furthermore, large French banks such as Crédit
Lyonnais and Société Générale decided to follow their European coun-
terparts and enter the personal loan market. Faced with change in the reg-
ulatory and sales environment, Cetelem refocused its strategy, settling on
three areas: increasing the average loan amount in the applications financed,
focusing on existing and former customers, and automating the operations
that enabled the company to gain a better understanding of its customers as
consumers.

The Challenges of Personal Bank Loans and Declining Household
Appliance Prices for Financial Institutions

In May 1959, two of the largest nationalized French deposit-taking banks,
Crédit Lyonnais and Société Générale, launched a new product for pri-
vate individuals, “personal loans.”?? This initiative was in keeping with the
European framework. In fact, Midland Bank began offering personal loans
in 1958, followed by Dutch, German, and Swedish banks. Personal loans
represented a small revolution for French banks. Till then these banks had
focused on financing the state and companies, only granting overdrafts or
advances to private individuals with sufficient property or investment assets
to guarantee the loans. Moreover, a flawed interpretation of the causes of the
1929 crash in the United States meant that the banks considered consumer
credit a “toxic loan.”3% However, the activities of other European banks in
this field, together with the need to find investments that generated returns,
drove French banks to invest in the retail market.

Accordingly, Crédit Lyonnais and Société Générale began offering per-
sonal loans to finance any exceptional nonprofessional expenses in 1959.
These loans were granted for a term of between three months and three years
and offered favorable rates, for example, a maximum of 10.6 percent per year
in 1959, compared with almost 20 percent to purchase a houschold electrical
appliance with a Cetelem loan.
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The differences in rate and term in the products offered by the state-owned
banks caused concern among the consumer lenders. They considered the
initiative unfair competition and complained to the authorities. In fact, the
regulations introduced in 1954 did not permit the banks to offer such per-
sonal loans for consumption; however, the authorities did not react for three
reasons. First, personal loans were still marginal and accounted for between
4.5 and 9 percent of the consumer loans outstanding between 1959 and
1963. Second, two-thirds of personal loans financed expenditures relating to
housing, making personal loans appear primarily complementary to consumer
loans, not in competition with them. Finally, the banks new loan offer would
encourage competition and likely improve overall credit terms for households.

Faced with these new players in the credit market, the financial institutions
had to change their commercial strategy. The consequences of the Common
Market increased pressure to do so. The opening of borders and competition
from German and Italian products resulted in a fall in the price of consumer
goods. Accordingly, fridges sold on average for ten French francs per cubic
liter between 1953 and 1955, eight francs per cubic liter in 1961, and five to
seven francs per cubic liter in 1963.3!

The fall in prices of the main goods financed on credit by Cetelem resulted
in a decrease in the profitability of its loan applications, to where the amount
had become too small to be profitable. Cetelem therefore decided to diver-
sify its business activities and move into the most profitable consumer sector.
“Everyone said to themselves: the extraordinary segment is cars,” recalled a
Cetelem executive. The institution was now determined to penetrate this sec-
tor, even though the existing finance offers were broad and long-established.
This decision, implemented in 1960, proved delicate. The auto credit market
was the preserve of long-established subsidiaries of car manufacturers (DIAC,
DIN, and CAVIA) and dedicated banks (SOVAC and COFICA), which
together accounted for around 80 percent of car loans.

Accordingly, Cetelem bet on a major innovation to penetrate this
highly competitive market: ending the “kick-back” or commission paid
to the intermediaries (dealers or garage owners) who brought in the loan
applications. Ending this practice made it possible to lower interest rates and
offer a major sales argument, especially when directed at a customer base of
modest or average means. Besides provoking fierce reaction from established
lending institutions, however, this break with existing practice posed the prob-
lem of how to penetrate the market without intermediaries. Cetelem then
decided to make full use of its experience of financing household appliances
by using its customer files—containing over 1.5 million names in 1960—to
market car loans directly.

If a commonplace practice today, this idea amounted to a small revo-
lution in the way credit was granted. Although the salesperson had been
the customer’s sole contact person in terms of their requests for credit
until that point, Cetelem made the big leap to direct credit with car loans.
As part of the same strategic approach, Cetelem also used all the logistics
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and financial support of the banking group to which it had been attached
since 1959, Compagnie Bancaire. Customers who had a mortgage with
this financial group could also see themselves offered a loan to fit out their
kitchen, buy a car, or finance new furniture. Cetelem entered this last sector
in 1960.

What were the results of this diversification? In the six years between 1959
and 1965, the average amount of each loan increased by 67 percent, while
one-third of revenues were now generated by the car sector (18 percent)
and the furniture sector (17 percent). However, Cetelem’s market share of
domestic car loans still only amounted to 4 percent of the financing. Yet this
small market share should not hide a major innovation relating to Cetelem’s
entry into the car loan market where the effect ended up being multiplied
by a factor of ten: the systematically use and extraction of value from its cus-
tomer files. Cetelem broke into the car loan market thanks to its customer
files. In fact, a customer’s track record had an intrinsic value. It not only ena-
bled the quality of the customer to be assessed, depending on the timeliness
of their repayments, but also enabled that customer—as a “good payer”—to
be offered a loan that renewed itself as they repaid it. This is how Cetelem
established the basis for revolving credit and an even more profound transfor-
mation in French consumer purchasing behavior in subsequent decades.

Extracting Value from Customer Files: “Credit in Your Pocket”
and Building Customer Loyalty

Cetelem’s entry into the car finance market therefore marked a major change
for the institution. It processed 300,000 credit applications in 1960, when
a customer-based approach was added to the application-based approach.
Knowledge of those customers was now considered as an essential commer-
cial and strategic issue. Accordingly, to reward customers who repaid their
loans in a timely manner, Cetelem invented the “Good Payer” card in 1961.
This card, which was issued as a reward for a responsible approach, enabled a
customer who had already repaid a Cetelem loan to be granted another loan
“as quickly as possible, with the minimum amount of formalities, and at the
lowest possible cost.” Customers who were honored in this way considered
themselves “special” and Cetelem retained their loyalty. Creditworthiness
rather than being free of debt became the marker of the economic integrity
for French consumers.

It was specifically the concept of simplifying the granting of a new loan to
timely customers that led to the introduction of “a permanent overdraft,” or
credit reserve. The strategy selected was to offer former customers who had
paid off an initial conventional loan a credit reserve that would be topped up
as and when they made repayments and that they could use “directly” as they
wished. As was the case for many other innovations introduced by Cetelem,
this idea came from North America, more specifically from Canada, where an
executive at the institution had previously worked.3?
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The major advantage of this new “credit in your pocket” package was that
only one file needed to be opened for the same customer, thereby limiting
the average review timeframe and administrative costs. Launched in 1965,
this package was subsequently successfully developed via partnerships formed
with Paris department stores like Galeries Lafayette.

“Credit in your pocket” was not only innovative as a product offering
but also reflected a change in the company’s relationship with the customer.
Whereas salespersons had been the unavoidable intermediaries between the
consumer and Cetelem—10,000 correspondents had been accredited by
1963—the institution was now increasingly opting for auto credit and direct
access to customers who no longer needed to be sold on the idea of credit.
This development was made possible by a change in the company’s internal
organizational structure, namely the strengthening of its regional operations
thanks to the foundation of Compagnie Bancaire, which enabled resource
pooling. Consequently, Cetelem had twenty offices in the French provinces,
which were connected to seven decentralized branches in 1975, in addition
to a stand-alone branch in Paris. This decentralization during the 1960s was
primarily supported by increasingly cutting-edge computer equipment.

In fact, when the institution was founded in 1953, its managers took care
to mechanize its operations. As specialists in the financing of “small loan
applications,” which were restricted in terms of refinancing, credit institu-
tions did not have access to public deposits and therefore needed to refinance
themselves with partner banks or even Banque de France. This had a cost.
The only way to improve profitability lay in cutting overhead. Accordingly,
the first computers, two IBM 1401 machines, were installed in 1961, replac-
ing the punch-card entries made with the conventional mechanical data
processing techniques of the time.3® New credit applications were therefore
being directly entered into computers by late 1962, and the entire applica-
tion management process was computerized in 1964. This computerization
achieved its dual purpose: big productivity gains (the average number of
applications processed per employee increased by 65 percent between 1960
and 1965) and superb knowledge of the customer.

Who Weve the “Good Payers”? What Did They Buy on Credit?: From Family
Fathers to Young Women from the Salavied Middle Classes

»

Regarding what the novelist Georges Pérec called the “things,” the main
goods purchased on credit in France were also the most expensive cars, fol-
lowed by refrigerators and televisions.3* However, this triad changed in a dec-
ade. Washing machines, fridges, and vacuum cleaners were the goods most
often purchased on credit in the 1950s. Increased spending power made cars
and televisions the most popular goods in the 1960s, 50 percent of which
were bought on credit. Furniture also made a remarkable breakthrough. For
many French people whose income was increasing, “comfort became com-
forting.” As homes were built on a massive scale and marriages took place
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between baby boomers, the amount of furniture purchased on credit grew.
Such keenness on furniture and outfitting homes was not specific to France.
In West Germany, the use of consumer credit to buy furniture and fabrics
for the home also accounted for a significant portion of the loans granted
(20% in 1964).3% This evolution comported with an emerging redefinition of
French domesticity, which increasingly focused on improving the “nest,” that
is, on housing conditions and standards of living.

The profile of the buyers displayed a constant feature; people who purchased
on credit were primarily urban employees. But there was also a change, the
age of the credit applicant. From the mid-1950s to the mid-1960s, the typical
applicant changed from father of a family to newly wed couple. Baby boom
children reaching marriageable age from the mid-1960s marked a turning
point in behavior where buying on credit was concerned. Baby boomers, who
had always known social insurance (introduced in 1945), full employment, and
regular salary increases, were no longer scared of credit and did not want to
wait in order to enjoy modern comforts.3® “Why wait to reach the peak of your
career, and therefore to be old, in order to enjoy the advantages of this world?
I’m relying [escompter] on credit thanks to my career.”” Accordingly, 66
percent of young people took out a loan in the mid-1960s compared to an
average of 20 percent among the remainder of the population.

The role played by young wives, and women more generally, in these
credit purchases was marked. In fact, women played a dual role in the con-
sumption process: They made purchases for themselves and for the house-
hold as a whole. Accordingly, credit institutions systematically emphasized
young housewives in their advertising documents and insisted on appliances
for the kitchen, which was now located at the center of the home.3® The
“perfect homemaker” wanted “an American kitchen,” which meant brand
new appliances as seen in magazines and on television. Until February 1966,
however, when the reform of the French marriage system went into effect,
a married woman could not take out a loan without the permission of her
husband. Some financial institutions were aware of this important “new mar-
ket” and anticipated a change in the law. In fact, Radiofiduciaire, a subsidi-
ary of Philips, created “express credit,” repayable in six months, and invited
all French women to apply for credit for appliance purchases less than 500
French francs (Fig. 8.1).

At the same time, consumer credit, which had been regulated in 1954,
was now primarily used by the middle classes. Although white-collar workers
accounted for 8 percent of the French population in 1958, they made 33 per-
cent of household appliance purchases on credit that year, compared with 34 per-
cent for manual workers, who accounted for 29.5 percent of the population.
All the surveys carried out by the National Institute of Statistics and Economic
Studies confirmed that households who bought goods on credit had an income
slightly higher than the average in France—6000-15,000 French francs in 1965
instead of 4000-7000 French francs. Socio-occupational backgrounds also
influenced credit use. Employees (white-collar workers, manual workers, and
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Fig. 8.1 Cetelem advertising leaflet, 1965. The house as piggy bank in the center of
this leaflet portrayed consumer credit as an investment dedicated to the moderniza-
tion of everyday life. The leaflet targeted women in particular, emphasizing how new
domestic appliances made housework easier. Source: Archives historiques BNP Paribas
Personal Finance—Fonds Cetelem.

middle-ranking executives) comprised the majority of borrowers, whereas the
self-employed (farmers, retailers, and tradesmen) were underrepresented.

Regulated consumer credit therefore saw its use expand among the middle
classes and the younger generations during the 1950s and 1960s, indicating a
broad-based and generational shift in attitudes. Young baby boomer couples,
sensitive to material comforts and the “things” described by Georges Pérec,
wanted to enjoy the technical advances shown at the Salon des Arts Ménagers,
for example, without delay. Accordingly, far from having a stigma attached
to it, credit became “savings for young people.” This change occurred under
pressure from industrial companies concerned about expanding their mar-
ket and accelerating the supply of new consumer goods to French residents
via the creation of new financial institutions. If we compare its use in other
European countries, however, the development of credit in France remained
tightly controlled and restricted. In fact, the average debt per inhabitant was
88 French francs in 1965, compared to 163 francs in West Germany, 212
francs in the United Kingdom, and 1037 francs in the United States.3’
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Lastly, the consumer credit offer in France remained segmented until the
liberalization of credit in 1966. Even though most of the financial institutions’
customers were manual workers and the middle classes, the beneficiaries of
banking loans were mainly executives and self-employed professionals, who
were the only ones to have a bank account, a practice still rare in France
before the 1969 law regarding the monthly payment of salaries.*?

CONCLUSION

To conclude, the French were won over by consumer credit on the basis
of three key factors. The first was its “rehabilitation.” Once associated with
an emergency loan, often with very high interest rates, that was used by
the working classes, it became a loan intended for the purchase of semi-
durable goods at reasonable rates by the middle classes. This change occurred
partly as a result of the private initiatives of manufacturers concerned with
broadening their market, merchant banks seeking new opportunities, and
government policies seeking to reinvigorate growth through regulated
lending. The change in the conditions for distributing credit, due to the arrival
of new operators like Cetelem or Sofinco, therefore played an important role.

The second factor involved convincing the French to buy on credit.
On that point, the new financial institutions implemented a B2B strategy
intended for retailers and salespersons. The sellers got the French “used” to
buying on credit in the 1950s. Once they had been trained, their sales pitch
relied on their comments (reassuring and making the use of credit common-
place) and on the handbooks provided by financial organizations. The quality
of the service, of the item sold, and of the after-sales service was key to this
“customer attraction” process. Next, adjusting to changes in the market led
these institutions to alter their commercial strategy.

The third factor, the systematic use of the financial institutions’ customer
files, enabled them to reach consumers directly without having to go through
salespersons at the point of sale. This use and extraction of value from
borrowers’ data, primarily thanks to computing, was essential for broadening
the market in the early 1960s from a marketing standpoint. This business-
to-customer stage, where credit institutions granted loans directly to consum-
ers, represented a turning point. It was an essential means for increasing the
institutions’ profitability and boosting their customers’ loyalty. For those
customers who repaid their loans in the most timely manner, it was also a
guarantee of benefiting from the best possible credit conditions and of renew-
ing their loans. This development was all the more remarkable in view of the
fact that the need for household appliances was huge when the baby boom-
ers reached marriageable age. For this first generation, which was free of the
concerns relating to illness and old age thanks to the introduction of univer-
sal social welfare coverage in 1945, the use of regulated credit distributed by
credit organizations was no longer perceived as a problem. Credit became the
“savings of young people” for those who were keen to enjoy “comfort
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without delay.” Like in Germany in this period, this new generation, whose
values had shifted, marked the role of demand in the expanding consumer
credit market.*! It also emphasized how this credit was such an important
aspect in the overall consumer engineering scheme: It helped facilitate
a whole range of new consumer practices and contributed to fostering
“modernizing” consumer lifestyles.
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CHAPTER 9

Adidas and the Creation of a Transnational
Market for German Athletic Shoes, 1948-1978

Thomas Turner

Adolf Dassler, a forty-cight-year-old shoemaker and entreprencur, established
an eponymous specialist athletic shoe factory in Herzogenaurach, a small
town in Franconia, in 1948.! Situated close to the town’s railway, the com-
pany had fifty employees. From these relatively modest beginnings, this
medium-sized, independently owned business, typical in Germany, experi-
enced phenomenal growth over the next three decades. By the early 1970s,
Dassler’s business was successful on a global scale. It owned factories in
Germany, France, Canada, and Austria. Working with suppliers in Yugoslavia,
Australia, Argentina, and Taiwan, it produced 35,000 pairs of shoes a day
for sale in 120 countries to the world’s sporting elites as well as countless
amateur or recreational athletes.? By the time of its founder’s death in 1978,
the firm was selling a vast range of athletic shoes, clothing, and equipment.
Indeed, it dominated the international sporting goods markets. If Dassler
never became a houschold name, the brand name of his products, Adidas,
certainly did.

Registered in 1949, Adidas is today one of the most recognized brands
on the planet, among only a handful of truly global names.? Yet overfamil-
iarity with its branded wares perhaps obscures the remarkable nature of its
history. In three decades, a small firm set up by a middle-aged German entre-
preneur to supply a niche market grew beyond all expectations into an inter-
nationally significant player, the leader by some margin in athletic shoes and
a major player in other kinds of sporting goods. Not surprisingly, Adidas’s
story shows how it used carefully tailored products and marketing efforts to
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appeal to specific consumer groups, but there was more. Adidas’s history also
reveals the extent to which shifts in consumption were driven by more gen-
eral attempts at social engineering in the postwar period. The firm’s business
was built on its reputation for product innovation, yet the extent to which
its accelerating product cycle and broadening range embodied postwar fast
capitalism and notions of planned obsolescence (see Chapter 3) is open to
question. Moreover, if we accept that consumption is linked to the human
desire to engage in social practices, we must consider how shifts in practice
stimulated and created markets, and identify the forces and agents that lay
behind the social and cultural changes driving consumption. Adidas was, after
all, a manufacturer of a niche product that went mainstream. What changed
to make that happen, and what caused that change? The firm’s rise in the
three decades after World War II was by no means inevitable. To understand
how and why it occurred means considering how Adidas encouraged the con-
sumption of its products, especially as it moved beyond domestic markets.
It also requires examining how Adidas fit within a wider context of postwar
change and social engineering.

THE FOUNDING OF ADIDAS

By 1948, Dassler was already a veteran of the German shoe industry. He
entered the trade after World War I, when he established a small shoemak-
ing business in Herzogenaurach and began crafting athletic shoes in his spare
time. These experimental shoes were well received, and in 1924 he formed
a partnership with his older brother Rudolf to make and sell footwear to
the sports clubs and federations then springing up across Germany. Their
firm, Sportschuhfabrik Gebriider Dassler, grew steadily during the interwar
period. After the Nazis came to power in 1933, it supplied sports shoes to
the expanding Wehrmacht and benefitted from the regime’s emphasis on
school and company sport and other forms of physical exercise. By 1936, it
was one of Germany’s biggest manufacturers of athletic footwear, making
shoes for eleven sports. Many athletes at the Berlin Olympics, including Jesse
Owens, wore its products; and annual revenues reached 480,000 RM. The
firm expanded into a second factory in Herzogenaurach in 1939, but the
war disrupted production and brought the company’s string of successes to
an end.* Production resumed in 1945 after Herzogenaurach surrendered to
American troops; some of the first postwar products were training shoes made
from recycled military tent canvas for Gls stationed nearby.> The war, how-
ever, exacerbated differences between the brothers. By 1948, long-standing
animosity finally resulted in the dissolution of their partnership, with employ-
ees asked to choose who to work for. The bulk of the sales and promotional
staff stayed with the elder Rudolf, the rambunctious salesman, whereas the
technical staff opted for Adolf, the quiet shoemaker.® In one factory, on one
side of the Aurach river, Rudolf formed the business that became Puma.
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In the other, on the opposite side, Adolf set about building Adidas.
Thereafter, the brothers’ rivalry was channeled into business.

Adolf Dassler brought an athlete’s sensibility to shoemaking, constantly
pushing for improvement. He enjoyed a variety of athletic pursuits through-
out his life. Already as a young man, he was driven by the shortcomings of
existing sports footwear to make shoes for himself and his friends. He aimed
to cater directly to the needs and desires of athletes and was obsessive in the
pursuit of incremental changes that could assist athletic performance. This
focus led to constant and systematic experimentation with materials, designs,
and production methods. It also meant rudimentary market research in the
form of continual discussions with the athletes of various disciplines who
wore his shoes. A Sports Illustrated reporter described him in 1969 as in love
with shoes, “quick-witted but rather shy, more gratified by the entries he
makes in the idea book he keeps on his nightstand than by the figures in the
company ledger.”” His constant tinkering, enthusiasm for sport, and technical
ingenuity ensured that the firm created products tailored to the needs and
tastes of its primary consumers. This approach underpinned the company’s
success after 1948.

As the firm’s patriarch, Adolf Dassler defined Adidas’s strategy and shaped
its corporate culture. His philosophy and beliefs formed the pillars of the
firm’s approach to business and its appeal to consumers. Marketing material
addressed to retailers of Adidas products stressed that Adidas was dedicated
to producing the best footwear for sports, and that it would innovate con-
stantly to achieve this goal. The firm’s guiding principle of “The Best for
Athletes” was outlined in one of the first Adidas catalogs, printed in summer
1949. In an introductory note, Dassler promised that constant cooperation
with the heads of German athletics and the three-time Olympic coach Josef
Waitzer (later head of the Bavarian Athletic Federation) would ensure that
Adidas shoes always remained up-to-date and that, despite postwar difficulties
in obtaining special leathers, they would always be the best athletic shoe avail-
able. Photographs of him helping competitors with their shoes at a track and
field event indicated his involvement with active sportsmen and sportswomen.
“As a sports shoe manufacturer” he wrote, “I consider it particularly impor-
tant to maintain continuous contact with athletes. The lessons learnt from
them indicate the direction of my work.” Praise from German athletes and
soccer players was included as testimony that he was, indeed, “on the right
path.” That almost all top German athletes in 1948 wore Adidas footwear
was cited as proof of its superiority.?

In 1950, Adidas noted that in over thirty years’ of “tireless work” the
firm’s shoes had been “continuously improved and a great many patents and
design protections registered.” Dassler’s determination to craft footwear bet-
ter to the needs of athletes necessitated a highly specialized product range.
The 1950 catalog listed twenty-seven models: seven soccer boots, two track
and field spikes, two handball shoes, five ice skates, shoes for field hockey,
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boxing, wrestling, cycling, fencing, basketball, and tennis, and four shoes
intended to be worn during training. All models were positioned in terms
of their functionality, designed to enable better sporting performance.’
Subsequent marketing materials made a virtue of innovation and positioned
Adidas in the vanguard of technological progress. As individual models were
changed or replaced, the exclamation “New!” peppered catalogs. The cele-
bration of novelty was not confined to the company’s products. In 1961, the
catalog showed the “functional structure with bright, clean work spaces and
modern machinery” at the firm’s factory in Scheinfeld, Bavaria, while stylized
line drawings in later publications illustrated the unadorned, modern archi-
tecture of the firm’s German and French factories.!? Sketches of the compa-
ny’s sites of production signified progress, technology, and resources.!! As
Bernhard Rieger has shown for an earlier period, public relations and market-
ing that linked science and technology spoke directly to public enthusiasm for
innovation and so invested Adidas products with prestige.!?

The rapidly changing Adidas range encouraged consumption, especially
among athletes keen to exploit any small benefit in their pursuit of sporting
glory. Adidas’s evolving offerings should not, however, be considered sim-
ply as an exercise in styling akin to that developed by Harley Earl at General
Motors nor as an extension of the fashion-oriented clothing industry. There
was more to Dassler’s approach than empty marketing or consumer temp-
tation. Experimentation and consultation resulted in real changes and tangi-
ble benefits for athletic consumers. In the 1950s, Adidas shoes incorporated
fine and lightweight leathers, soft crepe rubber or foam soles, patented heel
stiffeners, ventilated uppers, and seams designed to reduce chafing. The firm
embraced German technological and industrial expertise, most obviously in
its approach to materials and production. German chemical firms had led the
world since the nineteenth century and in the 1940s pioneered the produc-
tion of synthetic rubber and oil-based plastics.!3 As the historian John Lesch
has argued, the recovery and renewed prosperity of the chemical industry
was a major component of West German postwar economic revival.'* Adidas
applied this expertise to sports footwear, using compounds and materials cre-
ated by German and Austrian chemical and rubber firms in its shoes. The firm
was also an early adopter of manufacturing techniques that transformed the
footwear industry, particularly soles attached with adhesives and, later, fully
molded sole units. Soccer boots with molded rubber soles were introduced in
the late 1950s, and in 1962 the firm launched a range of “6V” training shoes
with plastic sole units attached in a new fully automated process. The bespoke
machinery, which was pictured in the firm’s catalog, was described as “the
most modern and progressive machine on the market.”'> Sports Illustrated
wrote of a “streamlined” operation, with computerized records and specially
designed $100,000 machines that soled thirty shoes at a time.1¢

Through relentless product innovation, high-quality manufacturing,
and sensitivity to athletes’ requirements, Dassler built a successful business.
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The firm’s connection to the elite, however, was cultivated as much through
personal contacts and clever marketing as it was through product excellence.
Athletes were welcomed warmly at Herzogenaurach, and many top perform-
ers were given free shoes. John Disley, a British bronze medalist at the 1952
Helsinki Olympics, recalled being surprised to receive a pair of Adidas shoes,
in his size, compliments of Adolf Dassler, after his victory.l” This approach,
together with the shoes’ technical qualities, meant that during the 1950s
Adidas became the shoe of choice for many athletes in Germany, and later
elsewhere. In desperation, Puma began to pay professional soccer players to
switch to wear their boots, and during the 1960s a system of under-the-table
payments became established as the Dasslers fought to get the elite into their
products.!® At the 1968 Mexico City Olympics, the two companies gave away
some $100,000 in cash and equipment worth about $350,000.%°

The effort Adidas and Puma put into ensuring that top athletes wore their
products indicated the significance of such usage from a promotional per-
spective. From the outset, Adidas catalogs included images and testimonials
of the top stars wearing the firm’s state-of-the-art footwear. The 1950 cata-
log included images of the soccer teams FC Niirnberg, VB Stuttgart, FSV
Frankfurt, and St. Pauli in Dassler’s boots. It also noted that the latest Adidas
models were worn by Schalke 04 and FC Kaiserslautern. The firm’s tennis
shoe bore the last name of the leading German player, Hans Niisslein.2?
A catalog printed after the 1952 Helsinki Olympics noted that twenty-three
of the twenty-nine German athletes who finished among the top six in the
world did so in Adidas.?! The firm used its association with the elite to engi-
neer desire among a larger market of aspiring athletes—a tried and tested
formula used by sporting goods manufacturers since the late nineteenth cen-
tury. The implication was that the best wore only the best shoes, and that
by buying those shoes more ordinary athletes might perform similar feats of
athleticism. Through strategies like these, the firm targeted consumers in the
performance-driven sports market.

Although catalogs highlighted the firm’s relationships with top athletes,
Dassler’s decision to brand his shoes with three distinctive stripes was per-
haps more significant in wider marketing terms. Before this, sports shoes
were largely unadorned and uniform in color, generally black. Dassler’s sim-
ple visual device of three contrasting stripes transformed press and media
coverage into free advertising and made immediately apparent which athletes
wore his shoes. As media coverage of sports grew in the postwar era, newspa-
per, magazine, and television pictures cemented the firm’s connection to the
elite and carried the brand to a worldwide audience. Sports news was trans-
formed into advertising. One of the most famous images from the 1966 soc-
cer World Cup, for instance, was of Geoff Hurst leaping for joy after scoring
in England’s quarter-final against Argentina. Hurst is largely out of shot, only
his Adidas boots are in the frame.?? In the tournament’s final match, twenty
of twenty-two West German and English players wore Adidas boots, their
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three stripes clearly visible in television pictures broadcast to an estimated
worldwide audience of four hundred million.?? Not surprisingly, during
the late 1960s and early 1970s a plethora of branding devices indebted to
Adidas’s stripes (and Puma’s comparable “formstrip”) were launched by
frightened rivals. These imitations (including the Nike “swoosh”) testified
to the original’s effectiveness in raising popular awareness of Adidas products
and generating wider sales.

GLOBAL EXPANSION

In the early postwar period, Adidas focused primarily on West Germany
and other German-speaking markets in Europe. Foreign sales were offered
mainly as indicators of quality, and in 1950 the firm boasted of exporting to
eight countries.?* That number increased as the decade progressed, with tel-
evision, Cold War tensions, and easier travel raising the profile and cultural
significance of international sports. The firm’s connection with the elite ath-
letes who appeared at reinvigorated international contests brought Adidas
to the attention of consumers and retailers outside Germany, stimulating
demand beyond domestic markets. In this respect, the 1954 soccer World
Cup was a pivotal moment.?> Dassler worked closely with Sepp Herberger,
the West German coach, and from 1950 Adidas was the exclusive supplier
to the team, providing them with a series of innovative, lightweight boots.
The 1954 tournament was the first to be broadcast on television extensively
in Europe, and in a final celebrated afterward in Germany as “the miracle
of Bern,” West Germany overcame a two-goal deficit to beat the favorites,
Hungary, three-two. Several West German players wore boots with novel
screw-in studs that could be changed to match ground conditions, a feature
highlighted by the rain-soaked final.2® The West German victory was partially
ascribed to Dassler’s decision use longer studs on the sodden turf, and, more
generally, to the technical superiority of their Adidas footwear.?” Dassler, who
joined Herberger and the exhausted players on the pitch after the match, was
dubbed “the shoe marshal” by the German press.?® Adidas milked the pub-
licity, which helped generate interest in the firm’s products among a global
constituency of players, coaches, and soccer federations as well as among the
sporting goods merchants who supplied them. In Germany, the firm soon
called its footwear “the athletic shoe of world champions [ Weltbesten].”?°

The firm’s international reputation was raised further two years later
at the Melbourne Olympics. As the only English speaker, Adolf’s twenty-
year-old son, Horst, was sent to Australia to promote Adidas. Once there,
he gave shoes to as many athletes as possible. Those he courted were duly
impressed by both the quality of the product and the firm’s apparent generos-
ity, and many wore the shoes in competition. The Melbourne, a lightweight
kangaroo leather spike developed especially for the games, was a conspicu-
ous presence throughout the event.3? By the firm’s own count, seventy-two
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Olympic medals were won and thirty-three world records were set by ath-
letes in Adidas in 1956.3! Global film, television, magazine, and newspaper
coverage helped advertise the three stripes. In the United States, Life pub-
lished a fifteen-page color photo-essay of the games. It contained images of
several American medal-winners in Adidas, including a shot of the 400-meter
hurdlers on the medal podium. In it, Josh Culbreath, Glenn Davis, and Eddie
Southern are wearing blue, white, and red Adidas spikes, respectively. The
cover of the same issue showed the American Bobby Morrow winning the
100-meter race in Adidas.?? From a marketing perspective, Horst Dassler’s
activity in Melbourne brought the firm’s products to the attention of serious
athletes around the globe and was, as the firm declared in a catalog printed
afterward, an achievement without precedent.??

International orders increased throughout the 1950s. The firm’s global
expansion was, however, haphazard and opportunistic, characterized by per-
sonal relationships and serendipity more than systematic strategic intent. As
Jeffrey Fear has shown, this was usual for the medium-sized German firms
that globalized in the 1970s, with which Adidas’s experience in the 1950s and
1960s had much in common.?* Initially at least, expansion was driven by for-
eign entrepreneurs who recognized the quality of Adidas products and saw
opportunities in their domestic markets. Sales to the United States began in
1953 after Clifford Severn Sporting Goods in California wrote and begged the
firm for a shipment of running spikes. The Severn brothers drove around col-
lege campuses, building sales by raising awareness of the German shoes among
coaches and athletes. Canadian sales developed after Ray Schiele, a German
emigre working as a salesman, learned of the firm’s boots during the 1954
World Cup. Sensing a market among Canadian soccer players, he begged the
Adolf Dassler to send a consignment. Schiele was later placed at the head of
Adidas Canada, the firm’s first foreign subsidiary. In Britain, the Dasslers ini-
tially worked with Stuart Surridge, a sporting goods merchant in London,
before in 1961 they established a partnership with Umbro, a family-run
sports clothing manufacturer based near Manchester.3

Foreign sales were initially to professional or top athletes concerned about
performance. Consumers tended to be those who were willing and finan-
cially able to invest in a premium product because Adidas products were not
cheap. As one British newspaper noted in 1954, Dassler’s boots may have
been half the weight of those produced in Britain, but they were also twice
the price.3® Nevertheless, the firm’s popularity among elite athletes outside
West Germany paved the way for a move into foreign mass markets. By 1958,
Adidas produced 2000 pairs of shoes a day but had orders for ten times that
amount.?” This was hardly the stuff of “scientific marketing.” Adidas pur-
sued a relatively simple strategy. By focusing on technological development,
relationship building, and financial payments to sports stars, it sought to get
its products onto the feet of as many top athletes as possible, confident that
this would stimulate demand further down the sporting hierarchy among a
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much broader constituency of sports consumers. In this way, the elites were
co-opted by the firm as marketing tools. In so doing, Adidas established itself
the market leader. Its shoes became those to which many potential consumers
aspired.

DE-GERMANIZING THE BRAND

As its international business grew and it started pursuing mass sales outside
West Germany, Adidas began to adapt its products and marketing efforts to
appeal to international audiences. Its first two foreign-language catalogs, in
English and French-Italian, were printed in 1960. Overtly German model
names such as Sieg (victory), Trumpf (trump), Kampf (fight), Schuss (shot),
and Leichtgummi (lightweight rubber) were gradually phased out in favor
of places, times, and internationalisms. Top-of-the-range models ceased to
be called Ass (ace) and Pik-Ass (ace of spades) after these names caused gig-
gles among American athletes.3® Adolf Dassler morphed into Adi Dassler.
Slight shifts in tone and presentation helped transform the firm’s image and
obscured a nationality still tainted by war and mass murder. Although Adidas
benefitted from stereotypical ideas about German quality, tapping into the
language of inclusivity and common experience espoused by the rising inter-
national sports movement enabled this German firm to recast itself as a part-
ner in the shared endeavor of global sporting achievements. The extent to
which this change was a strategic response to increasing international sales or
a deliberate attempt to encourage foreign business is difficult to determine.
Nevertheless, although the heart of the firm remained rooted in southern
Germany, its public face took on an increasingly international aspect as the
company sought to appeal to global consumer markets.

These efforts embraced more than corporate image. The firm expanded its
product range, targeting sports seldom played in Germany. In 1960, French
catalogs included rugby boots—the first time Adidas produced shoes for a
game more popular in France and Britain than in Germany.® In 1963, a cat-
alog of “American Style Football” shoes was produced for the United States,
with one of the new American football models named “Monster-Man.”40
This process of diversification was most visible at the firm’s French subsidiary,
where the son Horst Dassler was eager to establish his independence. Adidas
entered France in 1959, when it purchased an ailing shoe factory in Alsace
to make soccer boots for the German market. Horst was sent to manage the
facility. Away from his parents and emboldened by his success in Melbourne,
he quickly transformed it into an almost entirely separate business.*! Because
his parents closely controlled activity in athletics and soccer, the firm’s princi-
pal markets, Horst moved into areas in which Adidas had a lower profile and
he could have a freer hand.

One of the most notable results of Horst’s efforts was the firm’s move into
the American basketball market in the late 1960s. Basketball models already
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occupied a minor position in the Adidas range in the 1940s, possibly because
there was an American military base outside Herzogenaurach, but the limited
popularity of basketball as a spectator and participation sport in the compa-
ny’s principal European markets meant basketball shoes offered neither the
mass market sales of soccer and generic training products nor the prestige
that came with being linked to the stars of track and field or professional soc-
cer.*? Throughout the 1950s, the only Adidas shoe suitable for basketball was
the Allround, a blue leather boot with welted sponge rubber soles that was
sold for a range of activities.*3

In the United States, basketball was dominated by large American rub-
ber companies, which since the 1930s had benefitted from trade tariffs on
imported rubber footwear. The standard shoe among top players was the
Converse All Star, a canvas and rubber model that had barely changed since
its introduction in 1917 and had been worn by every American Olympic
squad between 1936 and 1964.** By the mid-1960s, changes to the game
were making the “All Star” and similar shoes increasingly ill-suited, yet
American manufacturers did little to adapt to the needs of ballplayers. The
United States lowered (but did not remove) tariffs on imported footwear in
1966 as part of the Kennedy Round of trade negotiations, presenting Adidas
with an opportunity to increase sales in the United States.*> Chris Severn,
an Adidas associate in California, noted the lack of domestic innovation and
urged Horst to respond to the latent desire for better footwear among college
and professional basketball players. With Severn’s help, Adidas France devel-
oped new models designed explicitly for basketball, the Supergrip and the
high-topped Pro-Model.*® These shoes incorporated many of the technical
advances for which Adidas was known. From a performance perspective, they
were in a different league than the dated models produced by American man-
ufacturers. Yet technical innovation was couched in a relatively conservative
visual package. Severn had noticed that college athletes more accustomed to
the black running spikes produced in America were reluctant to don the blue,
red, white, and green shoes made by Adidas.*” Presumably to avoid upsetting
conservative American tastes, the new basketball models aped the lace-to-toe
design and black-and-white color schemes of popular shoes like the All Star.
Later, a distinctive ribbed rubber toe cap was added to both models.*® The
toe cap was actually developed for tennis to protect against wear when players
dragged their feet in a serve, but it performed a similar job in basketball. It
may also have been a visual echo of the rubber toe caps on traditional canvas
basketball shoes, another attempt to make the shoes appeal to buyers more
familiar with Converse and other American products.*’ In 1970, a revised
Supergrip was given a new, more aspirational and American-friendly name, the
Superstar. A note in the catalog added that it was “For Export,” an indication
that it had been designed primarily for American buyers.>°

The new basketball models were unveiled to American retailers in the late
1960s. Although advertised as “the most advanced basketball shoe[s] yet
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produced,” they received a hesitant welcome from coaches and players. Many
were not convinced by descriptions of the “long-wearing sole, well-cushioned
heel, form insole, arch support, and large heel counter” or the “revolution-
ary new ankle padding [that] insures [a] comfortable, snug fit and extra ankle
protection.”! Severn pitched the shoes to NBA teams, but only Jack
McMahon, coach of the newly formed San Diego Rockets, could be persuaded.
The Rockets wore Adidas during the 1967-1968 season. They performed dis-
mally, finishing at the bottom of their division, but their presence in the NBA
meant that other teams saw the Adidas shoes and heard Rockets players’ recom-
mendations. This exposure allayed many coaches’ and players’ doubts. Maybe
the shoes were, as Adidas claimed, superior to those made by American manu-
facturers. The following year, the Boston Celtics, the leading professional team
of the late 1960s, wore Adidas to victory in the 1969 NBA Championship, and
John Wooden, the most influential coach of the era, switched the similarly suc-
cessful UCLA Bruins from Converse to Adidas. These were watershed changes,
and several other professional and college teams followed their lead. Orders
multiplied. By 1970, Adidas could legitimately claim that the Superstar was
“worn by the best basketball players in the world.”? Regular television cover-
age brought the brand’s three stripes to the attention of a wide new audience,
and although Adidas remained expensive and hard to find in the United States,
they became instantly desirable for many high school players and fans.>3 By
1973, around 85 percent of professional players in the United States wore the
Superstar, as did many college players. It went on to become one of the firm’s
most successful models. Around 10 percent of the firm’s sales were basketball
shoes, nearly all of them produced by Adidas France.>*

SPORT FOR ALL

Scholars in the social sciences have demonstrated the connections between
consumption and social practice. People buy and use stuff to enable them to
perform various actions and activities; goods have no meaning unless they are
integrated into networks of understanding connected to practice.’® In the
case of Adidas, the firm was established to cater to a specific niche market:
people who engaged in sport. The firm aimed to persuade consumers already
in the market for shoes appropriate to their athletic practice to buy Adidas,
not other brands, especially not Puma. As Dassler suggested, the firm sought
to stimulate desire among an international community of “athletes” and
“active people” by catering directly to their needs and providing them with
the best. Marketing material presented Adidas footwear as technically innova-
tive, highly functional equipment that aided athletic performance. The mate-
rial trumpeted the firm’s association with the world’s sporting elite as a way
to generate sales among strivers and novices. As the firm moved into markets
outside Germany, it adapted its products and its presentation to suit interna-
tional audiences, but the fundamental message remained the same.
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Adidas did remarkably little, however, to create, or engineer, new
consumers for its sports products, and did virtually nothing to stimulate
demand where none previously existed. It did not seek to increase popular
engagement in the sports practices that drove the consumption of its prod-
ucts. Nor did it attempt to alter these practices. Yet the firm’s phenomenal
growth over three decades suggests that changes in societal sports practices
were happening. Sport was changing, and more people than ever before
were doing it. The overall market for sports shoes was increasing at a dra-
matic pace. It is notable that while Adidas established dominance at inter-
national sporting events and in national markets around the world, many
of its rivals remained in business. In 1970s Britain, for example, the foot-
wear trade press often noted that sports shoes sales were increasing and
that more firms were entering the market.’® Adidas and other athletic shoe
manufacturers were beneficiaries of social changes initiated outside the foot-
wear and sporting goods industries, profiting from the effect these changes
had on consumption patterns. Just as the earlier Dassler Brothers firm had
benefitted from Nazi programs commanding large sections of German
society to engage in regular exercise, Adidas too grew large on the back
of state-backed sports and fitness drives in the postwar period. These gov-
ernmental attempts at social engineering, more than anything the firm did,
changed ideas about sport and created a vast market for all types of athletic
footwear.

Perhaps it is not surprising that a German firm led the world in the pro-
duction of this consumer good. The country’s history of state involvement
in sports dated to the early nineteenth century, giving vociferous Nazi pro-
ponents of physical fitness plenty to work with. In the decades after World
War II, West Germany led Europe in the implementation of popular pro-
grams in sport, creating the conditions necessary for the mass consumption
of related products. Formal competition and sports clubs were officially
abandoned in the immediate aftermath of World War II because of their
Nazification or assimilation by the previous regime, but by the late 1940s
the German Athletic Association (Deutscher Sportbund or DSB) emerged as
an umbrella organization for the Federal Republic’s 87,000 voluntary sports
clubs. In explicit contrast to the Nazis emphasis on competition and physi-
cal hardening, the DSB adopted an inclusive “sport for all” policy, which, as
Ilse Hartmann-Tews has argued, provided a means to rebuild the discredited
reputation of organized sport. Clubs affiliated with the DSB were open to
all sections of society. The DSB introduced and encouraged different forms
of physical recreation were introduced and encouraged, and began efforts
to persuade the public about the benefits of regular exercise. In 1959, it
launched a “Second Way” campaign outlining the positive social and individ-
ual effects of mass involvement in sport, and promoting a range of physical
activities across a broad section of German society.>” Despite these efforts, by
the late 1960s West German health insurers were warning that the children of
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the country’s economic miracle were becoming unfit, with 33 percent of
men and 40 percent of women overweight.®® During the 1970s, the DSB
responded with a series of wide-ranging “Trimm Dich, Durch Sport” (Get
Fit, Do Sports) campaigns, which encouraged physical activities of all sorts to
improve public health. Television advertising, public information films, bro-
chures, events, and other publicity material all sought to persuade Germans
to take up regular exercise.>”

Promotional activity was matched by investment in sports infrastructure.
Starting in 1960, the German Olympic Society embarked on a fifteen-year
project to overcome the shortage of facilities that existed after the war. It led
to a DM 17 billion construction program that more than doubled the num-
ber of athletic fields and sports halls in West Germany.®® As part of the push
for fitness in the 1970s, local governments across Germany created publicly
accessible Trimm (fitness) tracks and paths in woodlands and parks. These
bucolic installations were open to all and provided signposted running trails
and equipment for a variety of physical exercises (Fig. 9.1).

These initiatives had a powerful effect on participation rates in West
Germany. Between 1960 and 1980, membership in sports clubs affiliated
with the DSB increased from around three million to roughly seventeen
million, that is, from 6.7 percent of the population to 27.6 percent. Many
more people enjoyed sports or physical recreation activities on an informal
basis. With rising incomes and the arrival of the leisure society in the 1960s,
a broad range of sports and other physical activities were embraced by many
Germans.5!

The influence of this sports policy was felt across Western Europe, with the
“Second Way” and other initiatives providing a model for similar programs
later adopted by other nations. European governments were not alone in their
concerns about physical health. The federal government of the United States
was also campaigning to raise activity levels in this period. Concerns about the
physical fitness of young Americans were first aired in the mid-1950s when
Dr. Hans Kraus suggested that the easiness of postwar life was weakening
American children. His research led to the establishment of the President’s
Council on Youth Fitness in 1956, tasked with educating the American
public about fitness. These efforts intensified under John F. Kennedy, who
outlined his desire to make physical fitness a defining feature of his adminis-
tration in “The Soft American,” a Sports Illustrated article published shortly
before his inauguration.®? Under his direction, the renamed President’s
Council on Physical Fitness began to publish fitness information and offer
technical advice to schools and communities. A series of best-selling book-
lets suggested possible exercise regimes, while national television and radio
campaigns raised awareness. After Kennedy’s assassination, these and similar
programs were continued by Lyndon Johnson, who increased the empha-
sis placed on involvement in sports, and his successors.®3 Vast numbers of
Americans became engaged, paving the way for the fitness fads and booms of
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Fig. 9.1 Running on a West German Trimm Pfad in Adidas sports shoes and
clothing, 1975. Source: Walter Umminger, Trimm Trab: Das neue Laufen obne zu
schnaufen (Frankfurt a.M.: Deutscher Sportbund, 1975, 29. © Deutscher Olympische
Sportbund.
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the 1970s and 1980s. As in West Germany, these efforts at social engineering
prompted shifts in social practices that led to new and altered patterns in the
consumption of sports-related products.

RECREATIONAL ADIDAS

Western “sport for all” programs raised the profile of such activity,
encouraging mass participation in noncompetitive leisure sports and other
forms of physical exercise. Almost as a by-product, these government cam-
paigns created a sizable buying public for comfortable sports footwear and
clothing. Not surprisingly, Adidas embraced the possibilities offered by new
attitudes toward sport, adapting its marketing and products accordingly.
Catalogs for the German market printed in the late 1960s restated the DSB’s
core messages, and the firm began to offer a variety of brochures, leaflets, and
posters that promoted DSB programs.

Perhaps more significantly, “sport for all” offered a way to extract fur-
ther financial value from the firm’s investment in production innovation
and technology. Dassler’s promise to keep his products up-to-date and the
rapid turnover of elite models this effort entailed meant that Adidas amassed
machinery and expertise dedicated to products that quickly became redun-
dant from a professional sports perspective. Yet shoes that were seen as
out-of-date at the highest level remained entirely functional and more than
adequate for the demands of lesser athletes. Mass participation provided an
opportunity to extend the life span of shoe models and technologies that
otherwise might have been abandoned. This was made apparent in 1970,
with the addition in Germany of the Trimm Star to the range, literally
Fitness Star. The new model was advertised as an “all round shoe for sport
and recreation” and was officially licensed by the DSB, timed to coincide
with the first “Get Fit through Sport” campaigns. From a manufacturing
point of view, the shoe was not new but rather a reworking of construction
processes together with molded sole technology introduced in the early
1960s. The most significant developments were cosmetic. Unlike previous
Adidas training shoes, the Trimm Star was made of “brown velour leather”
with burgundy stripes. It was not intended to coordinate with colorful sports
uniforms but rather with the informal causal wear favored by reluctant ath-
letes and weekend loungers.%* In 1973, a new color scheme of turquoise and
yellow was introduced, celebrated in catalogs as “Colorful—Stylish—Most
Comfortable.”%®

The Trimm Star pointed the way forward. As participation in sport
increased, Adidas began to court consumers more concerned by fitness and
health—and style and fashion—than sheer performance. During the 1970s,
the DSB slogan and campaign mascot, Trimmy, began to appear on Adidas
shoe boxes, and flat-soled, multipurpose leisure and training shoes became
ever more significant within this product range. Alongside highly technical
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shoes intended for professional athletes, the firm churned out basic, easily
manufactured models in a variety of materials and colors, and with different
soles, creating choices to suit different activities and budgets. As manufac-
tured objects, these shoes represented recycled innovations from the 1950s
and 1960s. Shoes originally designed for Olympians were now sold to nov-
ice or more occasional athletes as well as to people unwilling or unable to
buy a premium product. By 1972, the Adidas catalog in Germany included
nineteen different training shoes, including the Adria, an inexpensive can-
vas and rubber shoe marketed as suitable for all sports as well as “vacation-
ing, leisure, and camping.”®® Model names reflected new ideas about how
Adidas shoes might be worn. Alongside those that conjured images of speed
(Gazelle), achievement (Record), and sporting events (Olympiad), a new lei-
sure-oriented range introduced names redolent of vacations and relaxation:
Tahiti, Miami, Riviera, and Savanna. One of the firm’s best-selling models in
the late 1970s was a simple brown and beige training shoe called Tobacco
(Fig. 9.2).7

During this period, Horst Dassler pushed for the firm to diversify into
clothing. Adidas training suits, made of blue, red, green, and white syn-
thetic fabrics with distinctive striped sleeves and pants, were introduced in
1967. Catalogs described the new garments as “ideal for sport und leisure,”
but showed them modeled by the soccer star Franz Beckenbauer—after
whom they were named—in traditional sporting contexts.® This approach
soon changed. In 1969, catalogs showed the suits being worn by fami-
lies (including Beckenbauer’s) enjoying less strenuous recreational activi-
ties, including bicycling, fishing, camping, sailing, and toy slot-car racing.%”
Clothing came to make up a sizeable chunk of the firm’s business, espe-
cially after Adidas secured a deal to supply officials’ outfits for the 1972
Munich Olympics. Designers sought to appeal to consumers interested in
style, and Adidas showed a determination to move beyond sports func-
tionality. Training suits began to incorporate elements of popular fashion,
and by the end of the decade flared trousers, winged collars, and printed
patterns were common in a range of Adidas leisurewear that extended to
safari suits.

Adidas’s marketing transformed in the 1970s to reflect these develop-
ments. The firm still produced highly technical shoes for elite sports, but in
marketing materials these “special” models occupied an increasingly dimin-
ished position in contrast to the prominence they had enjoyed in the 1950s.
Whereas once Adidas’s connection to the clite was celebrated, now the firm
showed its shoes and clothing being worn in a variety of informal contexts by
playful, smiling groups of ordinary—albeit fit and youthful—people. Catalogs
included images of families enjoying gentle sports and outdoor activities, and
the descriptions suggested the shoes were “ideal for ‘fitness enthusiasts’ and
‘recreational athletes.”””? Marketing materials that had once focused almost
entirely on elite sports now promoted relaxed informality and physical activity
as part of a leisured and consumerist postwar lifestyle.
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Fig. 9.2 Trimmy, mascot of the Deutscher Sportbund’s 1970s Timm Dich Durch
Sport campaigns (© Deutscher Olympische Sportbund)

CONCLUSION

When Adolf Dassler died in 1978, the firm he established had grown into
what today might be called a sports-lifestyle brand. Adidas produced and sold
a massive range of sophisticated, innovative footwear that catered directly to
the needs of accomplished athletes. The firm continued to work to ensure its
products were associated with this elite. Adidas shoes and clothing were worn
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by almost all of the world’s top sportspeople and were visible at nearly all of
the world’s premier sporting events. Ever greater television and media cov-
erage of international and national meets provided the firm with invaluable
exposure. It worked in tandem with Adidas’s own marketing efforts to ensure
the brand remained connected in potential consumers’ minds with the very
best of sporting achievement. Yet the firm was also one of the world’s largest
manufacturers of casual shoes and clothing, a key player in the mass market for
leisurewear. Supplier factories in Eastern Europe and Taiwan produced sim-
ple training shoes based on older Adidas designs and technology in vast num-
bers. The training suits of the late 1960s became an expanding range of sports
and sports-inspired clothing, some of it of only tangential relation to sports.
Although the firm’s marketing efforts stressed the connection to top athletes,
the vast majority of its customers were engaged in far less strenuous activities.

Adolf Dassler’s success was grounded in his firm’s ability to make shoes
that catered to the physical needs of sports consumers, but its aggressive mar-
keting and its ability to adjust to changing market conditions were significant
factors in the company’s growth after 1948. Wherever it went, the firm built
a reputation among elite athletes for high quality, innovative products that
was justly deserved. Adidas was just as good at communicating its connection
to this elite and exploiting it to encourage consumption within its target mar-
ket of sports consumers. Yet the firm’s move beyond its initial consumer base
into a far greater mainstream market owed much to forces over which Adidas
itself, initially at least, had little control. The burgeoning athletic shoe and
clothing industries after World War II owed their existence to broader efforts
at social engineering that had a direct impact on the consumption of these
types of product. Recreational and leisure sports were promoted by govern-
mental organizations as a way to increase popular fitness and were made by
possible by the same postwar affluence that, ironically, had contributed to
worsening health. Without mass involvement in sports, the sports shoe indus-
try would have remained a niche concern. That Adidas came to dominate this
new sports market in the 1960s and 1970s was testament to its investment
in innovative products, its reputation in the sporting world, and its ability to
adjust to new tastes and expectations. If by 1978 it was a very different firm
to that of 1948, it was because ideas about sport and the consumers to which
it catered had been similarly transformed.
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fileadmin /user_upload /Content/Stadtgeschichte /HB_Adidas.PDF; Barbara
Smit, Pitch Invasion: Adidas, Puma and the Making of Modern Sport (London,
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CHAPTER 10

Imagined Images, Surveyed Consumers:
Market Research as a Means of Consumer
Engineering, 1950s-1980s

Ingo Kobler

In the fictional advertising agency Sterling Cooper, advertisers and market
researchers very soon know exactly where they stand with each other in
the 1950s setting. Already in the first episode of the U.S. television series
Mad Men, the charismatic ad executive Don Draper manages to secure the
advertising budget of a tobacco corporation by throwing the analysis of the
agency’s market research department into the trash and instead trusting his
gut on how to allure customers into enjoying the client’s cigarettes. With this
scene, the show subtly alludes to the self-perception of advertising experts in
the mid-twentieth century. They regarded themselves as creative professionals
and artists of persuasion who possessed an instinctive command of the
marketing repertoire.! They were, as most academic marketing profession-
als would criticize later, convinced that they were able to mark products or
brands with emotional connotations “in the way Pavlov’s dog identified food
with the tinkling of a bell.” This self-image “free[d] them from any mundane
constraints of reality.”?

Certainly, the TV series in this case was merely reproducing stereotypes
from the 1950s. If, however, we examine the current state of research on
the genesis of marketing, market research seems to be a topic that has dis-
appeared into the bottom drawer of the historian’s desk. So far, we hardly
know anything about the information on which commercial advertising com-
panies and corporate advertising departments decided their sales strategies.

I. Kohler (D)
Institute for Economic and Social History, University of Gottingen, Gottingen,
Germany,
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What techniques did they use to explore the market? How did they generate
knowledge about the behavior and purchasing motives of consumers: And
how did they manage to fashion useful target groups at a time when con-
sumption was growing increasingly differentiated and pluralistic, more and
more independent of behavior patterns once shaped by income and stratum?
It seems that intuitive approaches ceased to promise success at the latest in
the 1960s, when society underwent a massive transformation. The era of
marketing gurus was coming to an end in the United States and Europe.
Nevertheless, we know little about the innovations in market research that
were a precondition for the professionalization of marketing.3

According to the standard historical narrative, market research emerged
alongside modern marketing science as an auxiliary subfield. Beginning
in the United States in the 1920s and in West Germany during the 1950s,
marketing came to mean more than simply sales and advertising. In practice,
it referred to a model of management that was moving beyond a company-
centered, product-oriented way of doing business toward a more holistic,
“consumer-driven” approach. Richard Tedlow’s influential historical stage
model links the gradual rise of marketing to market-induced adaptation pro-
cesses.* From this macro perspective, the transition from homogenous to
differentiated consumer markets forced companies to learn more about the
behavior of competitors and consumers. This simple stage model, however,
has been contradicted by recent company histories. These demonstrate that
companies in similar markets varied greatly in the manner and timing of their
introducing marketing approaches and market research tools into their man-
agement repertoires.”

Studies that discuss the rise of market research not as a dependent vari-
able but as an autonomous force driving business strategies are entirely
absent from the literature. This lacuna seems all the more surprising as New
Institutional Economics teaches us that information management touches
on core questions regarding economic practice. Standard economics text-
books define market research as any “systematic research intended to gain
or improve information about the state of markets.”® Gathering and ana-
lyzing data about relevant economic, political, and social processes seek to
provide a basis for strategic decisions within companies. The simple fact that
active market exploration is perceived as a necessity by economic actors calls
into question such basic neoclassical assumptions as the complete transpar-
ency of markets or actors in possession of perfect information. Instead, the
emergence of professional market research and the idea that one’s level of
information can (and should) be improved implies an original state of lim-
ited information. In order to come closer to understanding corporate deci-
sion-making, this chapter analyzes the accessibility of information. It asks
what kind of information about consumers or other market factors was
obtained in different historical contexts to counteract the uncertainties of less
than transparent markets.” What kinds of research methods and instruments
did companies use to select, interpret, and operationalize market information
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in order to adjust their marketing strategies to complex changes in their busi-
ness environment?

The most important question, therefore, is whether the redoubling of
efforts in marketing research actually represented a seismic shift toward con-
sumer-sensitive management strategies. Examinations of marketing prac-
tices in the second third of the twentieth century cast doubt on the idea of
a “management revolution.”® In fact, this chapter shows that the concept of
well-informed, farseeing marketing management diffused only gradually from
science into practice. Moreover, German capitalism experienced an interme-
diate stage between production-led management and its consumer-oriented
successor, a transition period of “consumer engineering” from the 1930s to
the 1960s.

This period was characterized by the emergence of new psychological strat-
egies for consumer research. Marketing experts in both the United States and
Germany were starting to get a handle on consumer behavior. They experi-
mented with various innovative methods to elaborate consumer psychology,
and the progress of consumer research was undeniably profound. In business
practice, however, the notion of “reading” consumers’ minds was strongly
bound up with an expectation of being able to manipulate consumers. At this
stage, companies were concerned with uncovering the secrets of consumers’
desires rather than with designing products that met consumers’ wishes. In this
view, the “consumer engineering” approach to creating demand describes a
transitional phase in the implementation process of new knowledge about mar-
keting management. The question is when psychological consumer research
became common practice in companies and how Europe and the United States
might have differed in the timing and nature of business modernization. In the
1940s and 1950s, systematic motivational research became popular in busi-
ness consulting on both sides of the Atlantic. How do we historically interpret
the rise of a marketing approach that treated consumers as simple stimulus-
and-response machines and tried to make them puppets on the strings of “hid-
den persuaders™? Did this work represent an advance or a setback in the mod-
ernization of marketing research? At the same time, when and why were the
more overtly manipulative consumer engineers and gurus of motivational mar-
ket research replaced by more reflective, consumer-sensitive marketing experts?

As recent studies have shown, the field of marketing research was charac-
terized by a dualism of competing qualitative and quantitative methodologies
from its infancy. In this chapter, I argue that a professionalization of market
prognostics in Germany—paving the ways for an application-oriented mar-
keting management in practice—was not effectively initiated until the 1960s,
when psychological market exploration, statistical measurement of consumer
behavior, and serious consumer sensibility merged into a holistic approach of
monitoring markets.

In order to highlight the most important steps toward consumer-driven
marketing, I explore the process of generating market research knowledge
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in three chronological sections. In each, I sketch out the extent to which the
decision-making processes of German consumer goods producers were based
on different forms of processed information about consumers, and I con-
sider the kinds of prognostics tools they used, whether from internal market
research departments or external consultants. In this way, the chapter returns
to the central question of whether consumer engineering ideas supported
operational market research. At first glance, it might seem obvious they did,
but we also have to ask if consumer engineering actually hindered manage-
ment modernization by fooling managers into believing they were capable of
manipulating consumers’ habits.

To get at these questions, I use case studies from the West German
Automobile Industry—not only because the car was one of the most sym-
bol-laden products of the emerging mass consumption society but also
because we can find both German producers (Volkswagen, BMW, or Daimler)
and affiliates of U.S. Multinationals (Ford and Opel/GM) in this sector. Such
a comparative sample is ideally suited to reveal differences and similarities in
the implementation of market research. Did U.S. carmakers adapt their man-
agement strategies to changing business environments more easily than their
German counterparts, due to their greater experience in dealing with a dif-
ferentiation of consumption patterns? In the following, I view economic and
social transformations of the postwar era through the eyes of businessmen,
tracing when they began to apprehend consumers and other stakeholders
(such as media, politicians, motoring organizations, or environmental activists)
as relevant market factors. It shows the nature and timing of the transition
process from the self-serving and blinkered views of consumer engineering to
modern, dialogical forms of marketing to consumers.

ACTING ON A SELLERS’ MARKET: RUDIMENTARY
MARKET RESEARCH UNTIL THE MID-1960s

By the 1950s and early 1960s, major German carmakers were producing cars
for an “anonymous” market. Due to pent-up demand and a backlog of motor-
ization, they were acting in a sellers” market where demand exceeded supply.
Moreover, patterns of consumption seemed to be transparent and quite ordi-
nary.” Mass motorization was still in its early stages. Car ownership was lim-
ited to the upper and middle social strata. Only gradually did cars cease to be
luxury items and become affordable for working-class families as well. This
change showed in the demand structure. In 1950, only 12 percent of all cars
were in the hands of private users. Not until 1960 were there more private cars
than business cars registered. Then, however, demand boomed. Between 1955
and 1965, new car registrations tripled. The degree of motorization rose from
51 cars per 1000 residents in 1958 to 173 cars per 1000 residents in 1966.1°
Under these circumstances, the car market in the initial phase of German
mass motorization was structured almost entirely according to the incomes
of potential buyers. Yet not only the financial wherewithal to own a car
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correlated with the social stratification of West Germany. So did consumption
habits and buying motives. Although most prospective customers were first-
time buyers, their expectations regarding the product remained quite low. The
price had to be affordable, and the cars were supposed to ensure basic needs
of individual mobility. Above all, customers wanted to stay dry while driving
to work, a requirement that motorbikes and scooters, the most common vehi-
cles of postwar motorization in Germany, could not meet.!! Only at the upper
social levels did the desire for social distinction and the display of economic
advancement begin to influence consumers’ behavior. Successful sales of the
Volkswagen Beetle and lots of other quaintly styled econoboxes on the streets
reflected the still only “modest prosperity”!? of postwar West German society.

At the same time, small German cars saw considerable international success.
Foremost among these was the VW Beetle, exported in high quantities to coun-
tries with higher levels of motorization. Especially in the United States, these
foreign offerings met increasing demand for a second car, a market that simply
did not yet exist in Germany. Based on predatory pricing and cultish advertising
campaigns, the Volkswagen filled a gap in supplies that had long been intention-
ally ignored by U.S. carmakers operating overseas. Small cars and small profits
were the guiding principle of the “Big Three” car manufacturers in Detroit.!3

Market conditions were nearly paradisiacal for the major German car man-
ufacturers. With excellent export opportunities and an infant domestic car
market at hand, they only had to build up their production and distribution
capacities to meet the strongly increasing demand. As the car market analysts
Harald Jiirgensen and Hartmut Berg put it, the companies partitioned the mar-
ket “in peaceful coexistence” in order to avoid direct competition.!* Whereas
Volkswagen served the majority of first-time buyers, mainly with subcompacts,
Ford and Opel sold compacts and intermediates to middle-class consumers
looking to replace a car. Daimler, for its part, offered luxury-class cars to the
wealthier segments of society.!> This oligopolistic market segmentation cur-
tailed consumers’ freedom of choice. The small range of car types and offer-
ings determined buying decisions. As long as demand exceeded supply, “the
market power of the consumer remained stuck at a level equal to zero.”1¢

Under these conditions, market research seemed to be an easy task for the
firms’ sales departments. They prepared market forecasts by counting sales
and correlating them with the current trends of rising incomes. In retrospect,
the BMW marketing division described common practice in its firm during
the 1950s as follows:

As long as the boom in demand continued, none of us needed to think about
customer profiles. If a company was able to offer a product, literally every-
body who had the money became a client. We focused only on predictions that
promised an ongoing growth of incomes, and so we were sure sales would still
increase in every market segment for years.!”

In this optimistic and somewhat naive statement, we can find the main rea-
son why market research capabilities of firms were practically non-existent.
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Acting on a seller’s market, companies just counted sales to adjust production
levels. They knew nothing about who bought their cars or why consumers
chose specific car models—there was simply no apparent need to gather such
costly information. Even the systematic customer files compiled by retailers
included only names and addresses, nothing about social and economic back-
grounds. The manufacturers gleaned information about their customers’ pref-
erences only from sporadic “conversations with dealers.” In particular, they
asked individual sales units about customers’ reactions after the introduction of
new models. On the whole, however, the flow of information between retailers
and sales departments remained haphazard and intuitive.!® The car companies
neglected to implement either quantitative or qualitative research on con-
sumer behavior and motives. Surprisingly, neither the German nor the U.S.
companies showed any ambition to observe the market development. Based
on their experiences in mature commodity markets, especially the U.S. firms
should have known that the “seller’s paradise” in the long run would be
doomed by trends toward saturation, differentiation, and increasing compe-
tition. But situational reasoning marginalized strategic thinking and hindered
the implementation of forward-looking corporate information management.!?

If market research was put to use at all in the 1950s, then only when a
newly engineered model could not win over customers despite generally high
demand. The cases of BMW and Ford illustrate that market research was ini-
tially perceived by management boards as a short-term tool for coping with
an immediate crisis. Significantly, the least successful car manufacturers on the
West German market were the first in the industry to become interested in
new forms of market analysis.

BMW, in particular, felt the devastating effects of failing to connect its
product strategy to customers’ wishes. In 1953, the company introduced
the BMW 501 as a full-sized car, but it hardly attracted customers because
of its obsolete design, unsatistying engine performance, and high price tag.
This attempt to enter the luxury segment dominated by Mercedes failed and
led the company into an existential crisis.?? In 1957, BMW’s new chairman
of the board Heinrich Richter-Brohm identified deficits in market research
and marketing as the causes of management mistakes: “Market observation
and research must be conducted much more diligently.”?! Only so could
BMW prevent the introduction of an unwanted new product. BMW became
the first company in the Federal Republic to establish a specialized market
research department. There, praise and criticism from retailers and customers
were to be collected and passed on to the engineers in product development
because the engineers should “only develop what could really be sold.”??

Ford found itself in a similar situation in this period. In 1958, the sales of
its compact Taunus faltered after the model received a face-lift. Wondering
why the German consumers rejected the model, the Detroit headquarters
engaged Ernest Dichter to prepare the first motivational research study
about the emerging German car market. On the basis of a small survey of
200 interviews with potential buyers of a Ford, an Opel, or a Volkswagen,
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Dichter undertook an in-depth psychological analysis of the overall “personal
relationship between German car owners and their cars.” The “personality
of a car mirrors the identity of its owner,” he argued.?® According to this
diagnosis, the consumer viewed the excessive chrome of the car’s design as
“too American.” He advised the carmaker to revise the product design and,
foremost, to refresh the company’s advertising campaigns with some typical
German elements in order to reduce the psychological distance between an
American car and its potential German user. By offering individual accesso-
ries, such as dashboard labels with a pet name engraved, Ford could add a
personal touch to its product. First and foremost, the Taunus had to be made
“Your Ford Taunus” in every future ad campaign in order to intensify the
consumer’s identification with “his friend, the car.”?*

This example contained the usual promise that sales could be boosted
with manipulative advertising strategies. Understood in this way, consumer
engineering hindered management modernization more than it supported a
genuinely consumer-oriented mind-set. Believing in traditional approaches to
selling, firms saw no reason to inform themselves about their target consumers.
Yet the question remains why only Ford and BMW took up the tempting ofters
of motivational research pioneered in the United States already in the 1940s.

Travel reports of German automobile managers draw a telling and nuanced
picture of the development of market research in the automobile industry.
Even in the United States, the sales departments of automobile corporations
only began to establish systematic reporting on consumer behavior in the 1950s.
And for the most part, this effort merely entailed counting purchases and doing
statistical surveys of buyers’ sociodemographic data. Psychological market anal-
yses had hardly gained a foothold in the automobile industry yet. Although
Ernest Dichter had examined the psychology of car purchases together with
the advertising agency J. Stirling Getchell (which probably accounts for the
similarity of the fictional agency’s name in the TV series) already in 1939, and
although this study for Chrysler/Plymouth received great attention in the
industry, his new methods of market research were accepted only gradually.

There were four broad reasons for this slow embrace. First, the new surveys
were laborious and costly. Sales departments were mostly small and did not
possess the financial and staff capacities required to conduct customer surveys
systematically.?® External expertise was therefore brought in, but only at
certain points during exceptional crises in sales. Second, motivational research-
ers regarded themselves more as advertising trailblazers than management
rebels. Dichter himself admitted that the purpose of his study could only be
to offer the Plymouth company “support for its advertising and merchandis-
ing problems.” The subject matter of the study really was not the “discovery
of the consumer” but merely the description of emotional stimuli that could
serve to influence the customer.?® Third was the problem of transferability.
Dichter’s observations were supposed to have universal validity, to describe
fundamental rules, or, so to speak, natural laws of the social symbolism and
psychological effects of car usage, which only had to be applied to particular
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product designs and advertising slogans.?” Therefore, the new techniques,
crafted in the context of the United States, were expected to be basically appli-
cable to the German market without any problems as soon as the car became
a common consumer good that the majority of Germans could afford. Ford’s
experience during the 1950s, however, cast doubt on the possibility of such
a simple transfer. Finally, many experienced automobile managers had their
doubts about qualitative market research particularly because, in their percep-
tion, motivational researchers and the advertisers they worked with thought of
themselves as the better experts on the needs of the market.?8

German firms paid close attention to the cooperation between Ford and
Dichter in the 1950s, but they remained skeptical. Daimler, e.g., denigrated
Dichter’s work as a “confusing hodgepodge” of consumer beliefs. In any
event, as an internal statement pointed out, using such unscientific and specu-
lative experiments for strategic management purposes could not be justified.?”
Industry managers recognized weaknesses in the method, especially the often
seemingly speculative interpretation techniques used for evaluating results.
Frequently, the question arose whether the images elaborated in the motiva-
tional studies really represented the customers’ images of products or if they
were the result of free association by the market researchers.3® Apparently,
establishing market research in practice required not only increased market
pressure but also more sophisticated scientific approaches.

TowArD THE IMAGE APPROACH: MARKET RESEARCH
AT THE GROWTH STAGE OF THE MARKET, 1964-1973

In the second half of the 1960s, market research rapidly gained acceptance
in the German Automobile Industry. Changing structures of demand,
uncertainty about the limits of market growth, and the emergence of image
approaches gave a boost to the methodological principles of market research.
Since the mid-1960s, the car market was showing, slowly but steadily, trends
toward saturation. Klaus Busch, the market analyst of the Verband der
Automobilindustrie (VDA, Association of the German Automotive Industry)
forewarned its members of the consumer appearing as the new central ele-
ment in market uncertainty. It was merely a matter of time, he stated in 1966,
“before we reach this new stage of a mature market, which will keep us busy
with sales problems and sustainable changes in the structures of demand.”3!
Likewise, Volkswagen’s CEO Heinrich Nordhoft saw “the seller’s market of
the Golden Fifties at its last gasp. The good times when business was so easy
will now be followed by the difficult challenges of a buyer’s market.”32

Figure 10.1 shows a remarkable shift in demand from first-time automo-
bile acquisitions to replacement purchases. Consequently, strategies to secure
customer loyalty by expanding the range of products gained in importance.
In addition, the industry was becoming much more dependent on cycli-
cal movements. Car owners purchased a new one every four or five years on
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Fig. 10.1 Determinants of car demand, 1960 and 1980 (as percentage of sales).
Source of data: W. Kater, “Struktur, Entwicklung und Bestimmungsgrofien des
Marktes fiir gebrauchte PKW?” (PhD diss., Technische Universitit, Braunschweig,
1973), 1.

average, whereby they made their decisions for a subsequent car purchase
with higher temporal and financial flexibility. If they perceived the signals of
an economic crisis, for instance, they tended to delay such a major purchase.
Such changes in the structure of demand forced the car manufacturers to face
toughening conditions in an increasingly volatile and differentiated market.
Manufacturers had to make much bigger efforts to encourage consumers to
buy a new car and to opt for their particular make and models.33

Corresponding to an increase in the disposable income of potential buyers,
cars still found a ready market, but consumers’ preferences underwent a qual-
itative change. So-called trading up to more comfortable cars became the new
general rule of car marketing and a major growth factor for the automobile
industry. Cars had to do more than simply provide mobility. A growing num-
ber of buyers began to expect not only high quality and stylish design but
also insisted on products that would give them a sense of social distinction
and self-fulfillment.

Figure 10.2 shows overall car sales by different size classes. Minicars lost
market share, and the sale of subcompacts like the VW Beetle stagnated,
whereas compacts, intermediates and full-size cars gained market share dur-
ing the mid-1960s. The carmakers adjusted their product lines to consumer
preferences by offering a new range of upmarket cars, and they started com-
peting with each other, especially in the middle sectors of the market.3*
In this new context, encouraging brand loyalty became a very important
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Fig. 10.2 Car sales by vehicle classes, 1950-1979 (in 1000s). Source of data:
Verband der deutschen Automobilindustrie, Tatsachen und Zablen aus der
Kraftverkehrswirtschaft (Berlin: VDA-Verlag, 1965).

management objective; however, the carmakers now needed detailed informa-
tion about their potential target groups.

Against this backdrop, new quantitative and qualitative approaches of
market research began to receive the attention of managers. With the help
of emerging commercial market research institutes like Allensbach, the com-
panies’ sales departments started to systematically gather information about
consumers’ sociodemographic characteristics: their income, profession, age,
and marital status. Consumer surveys helped to create tremendous datasets
that could then be evaluated using innovative consumer typologies.

Table 10.1 shows a consumer typology that BMW conceptualized in
1970 for its compact cars of the Series 3. Social profiling was the focus of the
analyses. In addition, these reports were supposed to provide new statistical
sketches of the way consumers behaved. They included segmentation stud-
ies, in which the car companies gathered information about the so-called
Kiéuferbeweguny (literally: consumer movement).?® The manufacturers had
previously deduced their relative market position rather intuitively from their
sales numbers, but now all traces that consumers left in the market were to
be collected and quantified meticulously. For how long, for instance, did cus-
tomers own their old cars before they started thinking about buying a new
one? Were they loyal to one brand or car make? Which sources of informa-
tion did they use before they decided on which car to buy? BMW marketing
experts sought to identify prospective buyers and catch their attention with
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Table 10.1 Consumer typology, Model Series 3, BMW market research department,
1970

Automobile make previously owned (%)

Characteristics BMW VW Ford Opel Fiat Another BMW BMW
make 1970 1969
Rate of prior 45 18 10 9 6 11 100 -
possession
Period of owner- 2.4 35 3.3 2.5 2.2 2.9 2.7 2.9
ship (years)
Average age of 38 37 35 36 34 38 37 35
owner
Customers by
profession
Clerks 25 16 30 27 40 24 25 24
Technical 20 25 14 15 18 14 19 21
employees
Civil servants 10 14 21 13 8 18 13 11
Blue-collar 15 16 21 10 8 14 15 14
workers
Self-employed 13 9 4 25 10 12 12 12
workers
Freelancer 13 13 7 6 8 9 11 12
professions
Others 4 7 3 4 8 9 5 6
Household size
1 Person 10 25 3 12 5 14 13 16
2 Persons 35 36 32 40 42 37 36 64
3 Persons 28 24 42 24 21 29 28 -
4 and more 27 15 23 24 32 20 23 20
persons
Monthly net 2900 2700 2600 2600 2800 2900 2800 2600
earnings (in DM)
Information
sources used
Own 89 15 16 8 24 17 49 -
experiences
Experiences 11 58 54 63 54 52 36 -
from friends
Test reviews 18 29 26 33 16 26 23 -
Prospects 10 29 46 35 38 26 23 -
Visit car dealer 9 33 37 33 24 29 22 -
Test drive 10 27 25 25 24 25 18 -
Advertising in 2 2 - 2 19 - 2 -
magazines
Timing of 5.7 7 5.8 5 3.7 5.3 5.7 -
decision in favor
of BMW (weeks
before purchase)

Source of data: BMW Classic, historical archive, UA 1464, purchaser typology (domestic), p. 10
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sales campaigns in situations where they were thinking about buying a new
car. Such reports were issued every six months, which lent them more scien-
tific weight. The head of the BMW sales division claimed that his firm had
“to develop [their] prospective selling strategy according to the motto ‘plan-
ning—targeting—campaigning’” in 1970. Given the fierce competition on the
German car market, he postulated an “intensified cooperation between the
departments of market research, sales, and advertising ... to increase the effi-
ciency of all our marketing activities.”3¢ Yet one flaw remained. Even repeat-
edly measuring all determinants of demand could only describe the current
market situation, not explain why consumers acted as they did. Starting in the
mid-1960s, qualitative image studies began to address that gap.

The concept of “image” built on earlier ideas developed by advertisers
and motivational researchers, beginning in the 1920s. In essence, the image
approach sought to comprehend existing conceptions of products in a new
manner. Whereas the commodity, functional, and institutional schools of
marketing classified products according to their physical characteristics, new
cognitive approaches described them as complex manifestations of opinion.
That is, the new approaches defined images of a product, brand, or company as
a unique bundle of associations in the minds of target consumers.?” In this view,
the material quality or utilizable value of a product was much less important
for market success than the product’s symbolic significance. Using instruments
like association tests, in-depth psychological interviews, and group discussions,
image studies was trying to unpack consumer attitudes and expectations as
they related to products and brands. And, as already mentioned above, moti-
vational research experts understood consumer engineering in terms of mak-
ing strategic image adjustments. From this point of view, however, “image”
was a concept that somehow evaded precise definition or accurate measure-
ment. Discursive analysis, psychological observation, and intuitive interpre-
tation seemed to be the only methodological approaches available to make
images visible.

By the mid-1960s, however, the theory and methodology of image-based
market research had become more sophisticated. Consequently, German car-
makers could discard their skepticism and begin to make practical use of qual-
itative market research techniques.®® The vast improvement of market research
occurred when concepts of social and cognitive psychology, both developed in
the United States and Germany, could be combined with innovative approaches
in behavioral economics. In particular, a 1961 pioneering work by Bernt
Spiegel received a great deal of attention: Die Struktur der Meinungsverteiluny
im sozialen Feld: Das psychologische Marktmodell®® (The Structure of Opinion
Distribution in the Social Field: A Psychological Market Model). With his
model, Spiegel sought to map the brand image of BMW cars within a socially
determined field of consumer attitudes and perceptions. As a former profes-
sor of economic and social psychology in Gottingen and the founder of the
Mannheim Institute of Market Psychology, Spiegel started measuring the con-
notations of objects with so-called semantic differentials. He asked test persons
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to rate how strongly they associated a given product or brand with certain
semantic attributes and then he compiled the results into image profiles.

The great advantage of such “polarity profiles” was that they mapped and
compared the “spatial” position of brand images within the range of existing
opinions. These visualizations of psychological market positions were the main
reason for the success of image profiles in business practice. They provided
catchy new models of the market in terms of consumer perceptions, thus ena-
bling managers to detect the relative strengths and weaknesses of their products
and brands at a glance. Furthermore, these surveys could be repeated any time,
which removed from marketing research the stigma of being more “speculative”
than “scientific.”#? Finally, they offered car manufacturers a tool kit with which
to segment markets on the basis of cognitive image criteria. Doing so facilitated
the strategic placement of their products.

Figure 10.3 shows an original polarity profile comparing the brand images
of Volkswagen, Audi, and BMW in 1970. The strengths and weaknesses of
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Fig. 10.3 Semantic differentials: brand images of VW, Audi, and BMW, 1970, with
the relevance of buying motives in brackets. Source of data: Volkswagen Historical
Communication Archive (VWA), 69,/530/1, Image-Report of the Market Research
Department, December 1971, chart 7.
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each company are clearly evident. In particular, Volkswagen’s image prob-
lems are conspicuous. Its competitors had tried to follow the trend of con-
sumers toward trading up. Thus, they had expanded their product portfolios
into the intermediate segment, for which demand was far greater. At the
same time, they had modernized the design and performance of their models.
“The German automobile designers pursue the trend toward the more expen-
sive intermediate class with more displacement, more tinplate and prestige,”
observed Der Spiegel in 1970.4! Volkswagen, however, had followed a differ-
ent path, sticking with its once successful Beetle. Consumers punished this
strategy with a relentlessly low approval rating.*?

For the first time, however, there were qualitative research tools suitable
for strategic marketing management purposes because they enabled com-
panies to identify their respective market positions. With this new tool kit,
marketing divisions started to occupy a more central position in corporate
decision-making hierarchies. They became “keepers of the collected mar-
ket knowledge” and the governing authorities for the formulation of cus-
tomer-oriented business strategies. As a Volkswagen director put it in 1968,
“QOur primary management goal is to define and improve our brand image....
A positive business image is now just as important as the ‘classic’ manage-
ment duties of continuous growth, satisfactory profitability, and full employ-
ment.”*3 Image plans now served as a basis for product development, and for
policies on price, advertising, and distribution within the famous 4P market-
ing framework. By means of costly surveys, the “impression a broad customer
base had of a product” was to be ascertained as early as possible during the
development of a new model in order to incorporate customers’ wishes into
the final design of body and performance.** Changing market conditions had
forced automobile managers to start experimenting with new market research
techniques. Despite this modernization of market research methods, however,
the new marketing strategies were still informed by the idea that they could
render the customer and his or her motivations transparent. Older “visions”
of consumer engineering thus saw a powerful, if temporary revival.

CONSUMER-ORIENTED LIFESTYLE SEGMENTATION:
MARKET RESEARCH SINCE THE O11. PRICE CRISIS

By the beginning of the 1970s, the methods and instruments of market
research had become quite sophisticated. Automobile manufacturers offered
a variety of distinctive, sporty, and comfortable cars, and they launched elab-
orate image campaigns that appealed to buyers’ emotions and ambitions. But
by 1973 at the latest, the tide had turned. The effects of the oil price crisis
meant companies had to cope with a 40 percent decline in sales. Car cus-
tomers reacted to the massive price increase for petrol by postponing their
purchase decisions several months or setting aside the purchase of a car in
the first place. Now, the manufacturers’ promising upmarket image strategies
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were threatened by failure. Moreover, in a situation of growing uncertainty,
managers were losing their confidence in the idea of consumer engineering.
At the peak of the crisis, market research departments were asked to present
weekly supply figures in order to explore the depth of the slump.*®

Even more alarming was that companies had to fear a change in consumer
preferences. They could be quite certain that demand would turn up again.
The problem, however, was whether customers would still demand the same
cars after the oil price shock. New surveys and image studies all suggested
that buyers now tended to spend less money for sporty vehicles, deem-
phasized matters of prestige, and harked back to fuel-efficient small cars.
Moreover, studies provided strong indicators that consumer behavior had
left the well-worn paths of sociodemographic segments. In 1975, after the
external effects of the crisis diminished, the trend toward plural patterns of
consumption continued.

Consumer behavior even began to seem arbitrary, almost unpredictable.
Needing to find answers to explain such market changes, the companies dis-
carded their self-centered, one-dimensional market views. Customers’ reac-
tions across all segments of the car market, a study by Daimler pointed out,
could no longer be explained “by the facts alone.” Indeed, according to the
study, “we are presently experiencing a historically rare instance of the psy-
chological crowding out the material on a significant scale.”*¢ Thus, the com-
pany began to consider overall social developments, which were well beyond
the control of consumer engineering. Because of the diffuse signals from
consumers, the automobile industry was fundamentally uncertain about the
direction customer behavior would take.

By 1974, at the latest, it had become clear that the experience of the crisis
would have a long-lasting effect on customers’ attitudes toward the car.
Volkswagen’s market research discovered two fundamental structural pro-
cesses, which partly overlapped. To start with, demand was expected to differ-
entiate. The trend toward ever bigger and more powerful models seemed to
have stopped. No car company could afford to put all its eggs in one basket
by offering only models from the representative upper segments. At the same
time, there was an increasing matter-of-fact attitude toward the automobile.
High oil prices and a rising awareness of the environmental damage caused by
mass traffic led to a deterioration in the car’s sociopsychological significance.
Depending on their individual attitudes, some customers now demanded
“reasonable,” that is, compact and economical vehicles.*”

In order to grasp the complexity of this new market, all car manufacturers
intensified their efforts to collect qualitative data about customer behavior.
Continuous image observations and panel studies at regular intervals were
established. The most important step toward professional, reflexive market-
ing, however, was marked by the inclusion of social scientists in the compa-
nies’” market research concepts and practices.

First and foremost, commercial market research consultants turned their
back on one-dimensional notions of consumer engineering. They started
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to describe market developments in terms of the deeply rooted social and
cultural embeddedness of consumer behavior. Based on the experiences of the
economic crisis, it seemed preposterous to assume that social change could be
steered by simple corporate advertising and lobbying strategies. In this con-
text, the target dimension of marketing received more than a sociopolitical
expansion. The self-perception of companies and marketing experts changed;
their role within the complex process of consumer communication reversed.
Instead of setting and communicating trends, they now saw themselves hav-
ing to adapt their market strategies to the requirements of modern consumer
society. According to a study by the Heidelberg Sinus Institute, the funda-
mental problem of the car industry in the early 1970s was that its one-di-
mensional image strategies had put car sales into a position whose “stability
depends to a large degree on the constancy of current socio-economic value
orientations. However, one cannot exalt the car and make it the lodestar of
our consumer society without anticipating that changes in the socio-cultural
and socio-economic structures of perception [will] deeply affect the experien-
tial significance of the car.”*8

The case of BMW illustrates that the effects of that change in perception
were profound. As early as the summer of 1973, that is, even before the oil
price crisis, the sales department demanded a modernization of the market-
ing framework so it could use changes in social values as a starting point for
research into new motives behind purchasing decisions. The department
regarded an approach as too rigid that continued to observe the develop-
ment of demand purely as a function of rising consumption and increasing
desire for such prestige purchases. In particular, the head of sales Robert Lutz
made the case for a more dynamic and differentiating understanding of buy-
ers’ behavior. Because of the new ambivalence toward the automobile, Lutz
argued, market research would have to account for “the social psychology
of populations and individuals not staying the same.”*® As a solution to the
industry’s marketing problems, Lutz explicitly pointed out Maslow’s theory
of motivation and its assumption of a hierarchy of needs as an approach that
“suits us very well in the here and now.” Like the changing orientation of
an individual consumer’s behavior, which, depending on age and life situa-
tion, advanced in stages from the satisfaction of physiological needs to the
fulfillment of psychological and emotional aims such as love, safety, esteem,
and self-actualization, a long-lasting shift in the automobile needs of “whole
markets” and “a whole nation” was occurring.>°

The analytical depth attained by the automobile industry’s managers’ reflec-
tions on developments in Germany’s automobile society is striking. Only
two months after Inglehart had published his thesis on the silent revolu-
tion of social values, Lutz stated, “Maslow and Inglehart tell us that our soci-
ety strives for individual self-fulfillment through consumption. In their search
for identity, people ask themselves questions like ‘Who am I?’ or ‘Why am
I here?”” The answers they find are never the same because consumers are
individuals. In consequence, we have to face the fact that consumer expectations
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Table 10.2 Psychological lifestyle typology, BMW /Compagnon (1977, excerpt)

Owner type

Description of driver types with below

average shave of BMW ownership

Description of driver types with above
average shave of BMW ownership

1

2

3

4

Above average
use

Typical
occupations

Free time

Sports

Ford Taunus,
Opel Ascona,
Fiat 124-132

Craftsman,
midlevel
staft/satis-
fied, powerless

Inactive,
powerless

No sporting
activity

Interests, hobbies Yard work,

Vacation

Social behavior

Lifestyle

Relationship to
the automobile

Driving style

Age

Marital status

Characterization

vV

Convenient
like at home

Introverted,
domestic

Detit bour-
geols, norm

No emotional
relationship

Unaggressive,
careful

Emphasis:
40 to 49,
highest share
of 50- to
59-year-olds

87% married

“Norm
oriented”

VW Passat, Opel
Ascona, Citroen
GS

Craftsman,
blue-collar
workers/enjoys
occupation

Wide interests

Swimming, cycling

Versatile, but non
intensive interests;
literature, music

Exceptional
destinations, usual
comfort

Extroverted,
many superficial
friendships

Enthusiastic,
distinct, not
extravagant

Emotional rela-
tionship that gets
rationalized because
of insufficient
financial flexibility
Sporty driving style

Emphasis: 30
to 39, highest
share of 33- to
39-year-olds

82% married

“Optimistic, spon-
taneous, enthusi-
astic master in the
art of living”

DB 280-450 SLC,
DB 280, S-450
SEL; Ford Consul;
BMW 316-320

Executive staff,
selt employed/
“served” at the top

Inactive, domestic,
shows financial
wealth, and power

Only for health
reasons

Yard work, watch-
ing TV; literature
and arts to take
part to discussions
Inactive, like at
home but more
costly

Many friends,
selection by same
educational and
financial status

Status demonstra-
tion of how “life
capable” one is

Used to com-
pensate for own
deficiencies, spends
a lot of money

Unsafe but fast,
demonstrates
superiority

Emphasis: 40- to
49-year-olds

95% married

“Conformist, look-

ing for security, and

status oriented”

BMW 525, 520,
1502; Audi 80

Midlevel staff,
executives, liberal
professions/
achievers
Contemplative
recreation, but
expects to have

a say

Little sporting
activities
Literature, arts,
music, antiques,
photography,
good food
Convenient,
costly, exceptional
destinations

Domestic, selects
friends by educa-
tion, money, and
interests

Status-oriented
individualist

Emotional rela-
tionship, status
demonstration

Fast, but sees
him/herself as
cautious driver

Emphasis: 30 to
39, highest share
of 60-year-olds
and above

71% married

“Sporty, active,
sociable, or
versatile
optimist”

Source of data: BMW Classic, Historical Archive, UR 3022, Image Plan, September 1978, pp. 47-50
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toward the car will be range between rational and emotional needs.”! The car
companies had begun to trace the differentiation of demand back to pluralized
values and ways of life in modern society.

Accordingly, market research departments began to use innovative
lifestyle concepts in order to identify consumer attitudes toward the car.
Based on semantic descriptions, buyers were characterized in terms of their
“activities” (in work and leisure), their “interests” (concerning family,
education, and profession), and their “opinions” (cognitive orientations
toward politics and economy). Such consumer-oriented lifestyle approaches
quickly became very popular in corporate management practice, aiming
to find new ways of market segmentation. BMW, e.g., engaged the market
research institute Compagnon in 1977 to underpin their consumer-oriented
product and marketing strategies. In the end, the lifestyle consumer typol-
ogy—shown in a limited selection in Table 10.2—described nine types of
car owner. The spectrum ranged from “the norm-oriented” owner with only
minor social ambitions to the “optimistic enjoyer of life [ Lebenskiinstler]”
and the extroverted lifestyle of “elitist conformists.” With this new form of
consumer segmentation at hand, the companies sought to adjust their prod-
ucts to consumer preferences. Ever since the second half of the 1970s, prod-
uct policy, car design, and the style and vocabulary of ads were adjusted to
these new “mental and social forms of [customer] expression.” The car man-
ufactures expanded their offerings by providing full product lines. These were
established not only to give the consumers the opportunity to move up or
down within the model range of one brand but to provide cars for every pur-
pose, attitude, and budget.

CONCLUSION

The increasing use of market research by the automobile industry can be
understood as a mechanism of crisis management. While German carmakers
acted in a production-centered manner in the 1950s, they expanded their
perspectives on the behavior of consumers in the more competitive market
environment of the 1960s. Only under the pressure of the radical economic
and social upheavals of the 1970s did they start to take the potential mar-
ket effects of their changing external environment seriously. It is striking that
the German affiliates of the major American car companies Ford and GM
were not able to gain any clear strategic advantage from their greater experi-
ence in dealing with mass consumer markets in the United States. They made
the same mistakes as their German competitors when they implemented mod-
ern academic marketing research quite late. Perhaps the historiography has
so far adhered to an erroneous understanding of “Americanization” and of
the extent and degree of transnational knowledge transfers. Another explana-
tion might be that the “behavioral turn” of the mid-1960s was both a setback
and a central driving force for the practical implementation of marketing and
market research.
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By examining how market research influenced business strategies on the
micro-level, this chapter argues that the observable paradigm shift from
producer-orientation to consumer orientation was less a “revolution” than
an incremental process in which the ideas of consumer engineering hindered
management modernization more than they supported a genuinely consum-
er-oriented mind-set. In this sense, modern marketing management, which
understands markets as a communicative two-way street, stood very much in
contrast to older notions of (manipulative) consumer engineering, which it
began to supplant by the 1970s. Especially the former successful advocates
of simple motivational approaches of consumer engineering lost their confi-
dence in intuitive, not fully matured methods of prognosis as the economic
crisis paved the way for a dynamic pluralization of buying habits in modern
German consumer society. The engineers were trained by social changes to
take consumers wishes and wants more seriously. The continuing profession-
alization of marketing research ended this period of consumer engineering in
the 1970s at latest, even if the dream of steering the consumer still exists as a
blatantly self-interested promise of consultants.
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CHAPTER 11

Marketing a New Society or Engineering
Kitchens? IKEA and the Swedish
Consumer Agency

Orsi Husz and Karin Carisson

In 1976, the Swedish edition of the IKEA catalog included a drawing of what
was described as an ideally planned and equipped kitchen. The caption
read, “This is how the Consumer Agency says that you best arrange your
PAX modules” (Fig. 11.1). The following pages provided a more thorough
presentation of “The Consumer Agency’s ground rules for kitchens” and
advised readers that the agency’s handbook for kitchen planning and furnish-
ing, along with its other informational brochures, could be ordered through
IKEA or picked up in the furniture store itself.! This chapter secks to under-
stand how and why this drawing, along with the expertise and the social
welfare policy ambitions it portrayed, came to be included in the IKEA cat-
alog and subsequently went on to be used worldwide in IKEA’s marketing
communications. We analyze the contacts between the Swedish Consumer
Agency (Konsumentverket), established by the Social Democratic state, and
IKEA, a private company that had begun its international expansion. The
discussion focuses on the 1970s, but the objective is to position “kitchen
expertise” and its associated processes of knowledge circulation in a longer
historical perspective.?

Historical research on consumption in Sweden has tended to concen-
trate either on societal values and normative policies or on the commercial
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Fig. 11.1 DPage from the 1976 IKEA Catalog (Swedish) with the PAX kitchen solu-
tion, which followed the Consumer Agency’s recommendations (© Copyright Inter
IKEA Systems B.V., 2016).



11 MARKETING A NEW SOCIETY OR ENGINEERING ... 217

practices of private enterprises. Some scholars have studied consumer educa-
tion, consumer policies, and attempts to reform the domestic sphere, whereas
others have focused on marketing innovations, advertising, and the promo-
tion of new consumer goods and consumerist lifestyles. When these respec-
tive domains are considered in one and the same context, they tend to be
portrayed as opposing forces.? This dichotomous view is not entirely mislead-
ing. The consumer policies of the welfare state in fact aimed to constrain and
counterbalance commercial marketing. The dichotomous relation between
these two forces can, however, be problematized, for example, by drawing
attention to the constructive relationship between consumer policy makers
and commercial actors.

European commercial consumer culture in the postwar era has often
been described in terms of “Americanization.”® In her extensive study,
Victoria de Grazia argues that the United States had a hegemonic influ-
ence over mass consumption lifestyles in Europe. Other scholars criticize
this thesis by identifying a broad range of national consumption patterns in
Europe or pointing to European influences—often in the form of key indi-
viduals—on U.S. consumer culture.® In contrast, this chapter exemplifies
a third type of argument against the idea of hegemonic Americanization
within the field of mass consumption. We highlight how a global enterprise
such as IKEA, with the power to influence the interior design of millions of
homes across the world, was able to disseminate ideals rooted in a specific
(non-American) national context. Furthermore, we show that these ide-
als, embodied in IKEA’s kitchens, resulted from a longer Swedish history of
explicit social welfare policy objectives. That said, what was considered specif-
ically “Swedish” in the IKEA case, both in terms of commercial content and
political ideology, was of course influenced by international predecessors and
ideals.

Historians studying North American consumer culture have recently
come to highlight the concept of “consumer engineering,” coined in the
United States in the interwar period to capture the advertising industry’s aims.
Marketing professionals did not just want to sell products. With product design
and marketing techniques, they sought to create the “right” consumers.® By
contrast, the concept of “social engineering,” which is commonly used in his-
tories of twentieth-century Sweden (and other countries), has different con-
notations. It concerns efforts to fundamentally reform society and its citizens
through state-led, scientifically grounded planning and policy making as well
as, especially in the case of Sweden, the creation of strong public institutions.
The meticulous reform work of “social engineers,” experts, and technocrats
in Sweden was strongly supported by the Social Democratic state.” Our study
maps the interaction and overlap of these two forces—social engineering
by technocrats of the welfare state and consumer engineering by corporate
marketing—in a specific case.

How the reformist ambitions of official Swedish consumer policies
influenced IKEA’s kitchens is of particular interest in hindsight because of
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the company’s remarkably successful international expansion since the 1970s.
IKEA was founded in 1943 in rural southern Sweden and started to sell fur-
niture in the 1950s, initially by mail order. The first store was inaugurated in
the small locality of Almhult in 1958. The flagship store in Kungens Kurva,
outside Stockholm, opened in 1965. After its national and Scandinavian
expansion in the 1960s, IKEA turned to Europe and the rest of the world in
the 1970s. Between 1974 and 1984, turnover grew tenfold and the number
of department stores increased from 10 in five countries to 66 in 17 coun-
tries. Today, IKEA sells furniture in more than 300 stores worldwide. A basic
principle of its business model is to market the same range of products in all
its stores across the world, rather than seeking to cater to local trends and
preferences. The IKEA catalog has more or less the same design in all coun-
tries and, since the 1970s, has emerged as one of the world’s most widely
distributed publications.® IKEA’s marketing philosophy not only includes
“educating” consumers to do some of the work themselves (by assembling
flat packs) but also trains them to appreciate the products that the company
has decided it can produce in large enough quantities.” This approach can
aptly be described in terms of consumer engineering.

The design historian Sara Kristoffersson is the most recent scholar to have
studied how IKEA uses narratives of Swedishness in its branding. She points
to the company’s references to an alleged Swedish affinity with nature and the
parallels drawn to an egalitarian Swedish welfare society. Both Kristoffersson
and the art historian Jeff Werner highlight the company’s strategy—since the
1980s—of associating its furniture design with Swedish modernism.!? In this
study, we show that these connections began earlier and were more specific
and partly different than this. We argue that IKEA’s self-described mission to
provide “democratic design” and its claim to represent the values of the wel-
fare state were not just about clever marketing but steps toward making a vir-
tue of necessity. This we conclude by tracing the interactions between IKEA
and the Swedish Consumer Agency, focusing our attention on the initiatives
of the latter and on the impact of Swedish consumer and social welfare poli-
cies on the marketing of IKEA’s kitchens.

Our sources consist of printed materials from IKEA (1970s and 1980s)
located in the National Library of Sweden’s ephemera collection, kitch-
en-related volumes (1973-1976) in the Consumer Agency’s archives, and
the private archives of this agency’s influential kitchen expert, Alice Thiberg.
We have also studied two periodicals systematically: the Swedish Consumer
Agency’s Rad och Ron (Advice and Findings) and the furniture industry’s
trade journal Swickeritidskvifien/Triforadling (The Carpentry Journal/
Refining Wood), as well as select volumes or issues of other periodicals.
Finally, we conducted interviews with key individuals from the fields of con-
sumer policy and kitchen manufacturing.!!

The article is organized as follows. We analyze the contacts between IKEA
and the Swedish Consumer Agency as a sequence comprising three stages:
conflict, resolution, and long-term effects. Sandwiched between these three
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stages, we contextualize the sequence of contacts. In the first of these inter-
mediary sections, we present the setting in the 1970s by discussing offi-
cial Swedish consumer policies. In the second, we introduce the historical
background, namely the twentieth-century emergence and evolution in
Sweden of the kitchen as an object of expert knowledge and as a field for
social welfare policy ambitions. We conclude the chapter with a brief look at
the 1990s and 2000s. We use the concept “social welfare policy” to denote
the specific Swedish social policy ambitions of the emerging and mature
Swedish welfare state. Vilfirdspolitik, in Swedish, was a key concept for Social
Democrats from the 1930s to at least the late 1970s; it designated general
welfare reforms for the entire population rather than a social policy to help
specific vulnerable groups.!?

Tuar CorrecT KITCHEN

The Swedish Consumer Agency was formally established on January 1, 1973.
In February, its appointed kitchen expert Alice Thiberg wrote a critical letter
to IKEA. An architect by profession, Thiberg explained that she held a num-
ber of strong objections to how the latest IKEA catalog presented its kitchen
designs. The kitchen layout was “in several respects very unfortunate.” For
instance, there was no workspace between the cooker and the sink. It was
disappointing, she wrote, that a publication that reached so many people did
not present correct kitchen solutions. Moreover, the catalog claimed that the
cabinets and appliances were “adapted to European standards and are there-
fore produced according to completely modern measurements.” Thiberg
pointed out in her letter that “no such European standard exists! What we
do have is a relatively decent consensus about measurements among most
of the countries working within the ISO’s [International Organization for
Standardization] kitchen group.”!® With this, she indicated that the produc-
ers of the catalog were simply not knowledgeable enough in this matter.

Because the catalog for 1974-1975 included the same “faults” and even
introduced some new ones, Thiberg wrote a new letter of protest dated
September 2, 1974:

We do not consider it worth our while in this letter to go into detailed criticism,
but are open to discussing with IKEA how the next catalog might be able to
improve people’s kitchen environment rather than complicate it and even offer
incorrect guidance.!*

A few months later, Vi, the widely circulated magazine of the Swedish
Consumer’s Cooperative Union (Kooperativa Forbundet), published an arti-
cle on Swedish kitchen manufacturers’s catalogs. The piece was built entirely
around extensive statements and material provided by Thiberg. It was a
comprehensive piece of work with several illustrations, and the brunt of the
criticism was directed at industry as a whole.!> “They are selling eye candy.
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Instead of providing realistic advice, kitchens are presented as living rooms
or reception rooms.” The worst part, however, was not the decorations or
the kitchens “enshrouded in a mist of coziness” but all the glaring “faults in
the plans.” Here, again Thiberg referred to the example of the missing work-
space between stove and sink. This section of the countertop was essential
and could be neither too narrow nor too broad. Thiberg’s critical eye also
fixed on inset sinks, doors that were too wide on the overhead cabinets, and
dishwashers mistakenly placed under the workspace. She also pointed out that
drawers, for the sake of child safety, should not be located next to the oven,
just as certain materials were simply not suitable for kitchen countertops.

And all of this is so hopelessly unnecessary! Kitchens and kitchen work have
been thoroughly researched, originally by the Home Research Institute
[ Hemmens forskningsinstitut], then by the Consumer Institute [aka the State
Institute of Consumer Affairs or Statens institut for konsumentfragor], and the
Consumer Agency. Knowledge about kitchens is so easily accessible in various
publications from the Consumer Agency and the Swedish Standards Institute
[ Standardiseringskommissionen]. There is no excuse for ignoring or forgetting
to use such knowledge when presenting consumers with kitchens or kitchen
drawings in brochures and magazines!'®

Thiberg adopted a similar tone in an article for Form, the magazine of the
Swedish Society for Arts and Crafts (Svenska Sljodforeningen, today Swedish
Form). She decried “bad planning,” a meaningless variety of products, and
“mendacious” kitchen environments with no connection to the requirements
of everyday reality. The cause, she wrote, lay in ignorance and in a lack of
meaningful communication in a market economy between consumers, on the
one side, and retailers, manufacturers, and designers, on the other side. This
was, she reckoned, basically an issue of power, but a shift of power toward the
consumer could be achieved by means of consumer policy.!”

Thiberg’s letters, articles, and statements in the media are interesting for
several reasons. First, they initiated what would become intense contacts
between the Consumer Agency and kitchen manufacturers in the follow-
ing years. Second, Thiberg’s letters opened up a channel of communication
between the Agency and IKEA in particular, which in the long run helped
shape the kitchen interiors that IKEA displayed in its catalogs and stores.!8
Third, Thiberg now emerged as Sweden’s most prominent kitchen expert,
with the backing of the Consumer Agency. Not only that, she had also devel-
oped a vital network among Sweden’s experts on home environment and
standardization. Thiberg, dubbed “Mrs. Kitchen” in a retrospective inter-
view, played a crucial role throughout the 1970s and 1980s in the design
and development of kitchens. She even involved herself and the Consumer
Agency in the commercial display and sales of kitchens.!® She can be seen
as a technocrat of the welfare state. She was an expert with the power to
influence Swedish social welfare policy through knowledge production and
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to implement policy through her burecaucratic role at a public agency.??
Thiberg’s area of expertise had become all the more important in an era when
welfare policy aimed to provide functional and modern housing to the pop-
ulation and when the “modern kitchen” was seen as emblematic for popular
consumption across Europe and North America. Since the 1959 Cold War
Kitchen Debate between Richard Nixon and Nikita Khrushchev, kitchen
appliances, along with cars, seemed to symbolize domestic consumer moder-
nity more than any other consumer goods.?! In any case, kitchens affected
the everyday lives of individuals in very direct ways.

THE CONSUMER AGENCY AND CONSUMER POLICIES OF THE 1970s

The Swedish welfare state was marked by strong public institutions, and the
early 1970s was a high point of welfare state expansion. Until the first oil cri-
sis, the country enjoyed an extended period of continuous economic growth,
like most others in Western Europe. During the decades of Social Democratic
governments, an extensive system of state-controlled social security had
been rolled out. In this context, the state also took responsibility for peo-
ple’s housing conditions. The goal of the so-called Million Housing Program,
a public housing endeavor begun in 1965 to build one million new homes
(with built-in kitchens) within a ten-year period, had been achieved by the
mid-1970s.22

Founded in 1973, the Consumer Agency’s objective was to make the
state’s consumer policy more efficient and appropriate to contemporary
needs. Much of the political discourse of the day was informed by strong
criticism of market practices and commercial actors. The report from the
public inquiry that had led to the establishment of the Consumer Agency
included a warning about a new type of “intensive marketing” that was being
combined with new (and implicitly unnecessary) products, “placing them
on the market at a staggering pace.”?? In the face of this development, the
Consumer Agency’s mandate was to support consumers and strengthen their
position in the market. This remit was only for citizens’ interactions with pri-
vate, commercial actors. The considerable consumption by council and state
services was excluded from the Agency’s area of responsibility.?*

Previously, issues concerning consumer policy had been divided
among a number of smaller public agencies, such as the above-mentioned
Consumer Institute (est. 1957), the State Council of Consumers (Statens
Konsumentrad, est. 1957), and other, only partly state-financed organiza-
tions, such as the Declaration Board (Varudekiarationsnimnden, est. 1951),
the last responsible for the quality labeling of goods. These agencies had been
charged with the responsibilities of quality control, researching the technical
and economic conditions of private households, and consumer education.
The Consumer Agency assumed responsibility for all these functions, albeit in
new ways.?5 The most significant difference between the Consumer Agency
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and its predecessors was the Consumer Agency’s remit to influence commer-
cial producers of goods and services directly. Instead of merely educating and
informing consumers about how to choose good products, the agency was
now supposed to ensure that only such products were manufactured in the
first place. Communicating with the producers—rather than consumers—
was considered a novel and more efficient way of improving and simplifying
market supply. Besides, so the reasoning went, if the producers followed the
agency’s guidelines, they could in fact function as intermediaries of consumer
education.?¢

The Consumer Agency also used more conventional means of communica-
tion. They published the periodical Rad & Ron (Advice and Findings). This
equivalent of the British publication Which? and the French Que Choisir? was
founded in 1958 by the Consumer Institute. It provided both product tests
and more extensive educational articles. The Consumer Agency also pub-
lished brochures and informational leaflets as well as more substantial hand-
books, such as Kok: planering, inredning (Kitchens: Planning and Interior
Design), to which we will return. Although the Agency’s explicit aim was
to protect the weakest consumers, these publications were read above all by
more educated and well-off citizens.?” It was partly for this very reason that
the main focus of consumer policy was redirected from educating and inform-
ing the public to attempting to influence the manufacturers themselves. The
Consumer Agency was supposed to “scrutinize” market supplies, “monitor”
marketing practices, and “intervene” when necessary. It was also supposed to
actively “produce guidelines” for how companies developed their goods and
even for how they marketed them.?®

One Swedish observer at the time described this shift in consumer pol-
icy priorities as unique in the Western world.?” Inevitably, debate over the
policy ensued. Criticism from both the political opponents and the pri-
vate sector was particularly intense by the end of the 1970s. The policy’s
detractors, on the one hand, argued that the Consumer Agency’s mandate
to influence producers treated consumers as if they were illiterate, thereby
infantilizing them.3? Because the Consumer Agency had assumed the role
of “surrogate consumer,” it was claimed, the consumer movement itself lost
the impetus to become as lively as its counterparts in the United States and
the United Kingdom. Admittedly, the consumer cooperative movement in
Sweden had almost two million members in 1978 and had played an impor-
tant role in Swedish society and politics since the early twentieth century. But,
critics of the state’s new consumer policy argued that the Cooperative Union,
which had become increasingly engaged in the production of goods, resem-
bled a major corporation in the 1970s and so had lost its identity as consumer
representative.?! Private companies, on the other hand, complained that the
Consumer Agency was meddling excessively in their businesses and creating
an administrative and financial burden. Some also argued that Swedish con-
sumer policy regulations were harming exports.??> The last point, however,
does not seem to have been true in the case of IKEA.
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TaE CONSUMER AGENCY AND THE KITCHEN MANUFACTURERS

The Consumer Agency used a number of strategies to influence the kitchen
industry’s product range. It presented current standards and new research
findings in lectures, exhibitions, courses, and direct-mail campaigns. It con-
ducted quality control tests on newly produced kitchen interiors, requesting
components from manufacturers and testing them on site.33 As we have seen
for IKEA, the agency also monitored how producers marketed their kitch-
ens. Another example involved Marbodal, one of the biggest kitchen man-
ufacturers in Sweden. Thiberg noted in a critical Rad & Rin article how
the company in its kitchen catalog from 1974 had “succeeded in violating
all the well-tested principles of proper kitchen layouts” in its 1974 catalog
despite the company’s participation in the standardization process and despite
the “exemplary fashion” with which it had introduced recommended stand-
ard measurements. Thiberg wondered whether the Consumer Agency could
“count on the industry’s cooperation.” In a commentary on Thiberg’s piece,
Marbodal’s chief executive assured her that yes, it could.3*

Contact could also be taken up from the opposite direction. A num-
ber of kitchen manufacturers turned to the Consumer Agency to get their
kitchens tested, or they asked for concrete advice as they developed their
products, exhibited kitchens, or produced catalogs. Perhaps as a direct con-
sequence of media reports about the agency’s criticism of IKEA, the kitchen
manufacturer Ballingslov wrote to the agency asking for assistance in pro-
ducing a catalog that “in terms of pictures is absolutely perfect.”3> Even if
examples like this, taken from the agency’s correspondence with manufac-
turers, indicate constructive cooperation, the relationship was not free from
friction.

Already before the Consumer Agency’s founding, there were skirmishes
between proponents of standardization and rational kitchen expertise,
represented by the Consumer Institute, and those focused on production
processes and marketing strategies, the kitchen manufacturers. When the
manufacturers gathered at the 1972 Idékok (Concept Kitchens) exhibi-
tion, the Consumer Institute instantly assumed a critical stance. It did not
approve of the ostensibly impractical, if stylish “kitchen environments”
at the exhibition, which were intended to create a “cozy” atmosphere,
so it set about producing its own counterexhibit. The resulting Kok med
besked (Kitchens for Real) sought to present the kitchen first and foremost
as a functional space for rational work. In a panel debate arranged in con-
nection with the two exhibitions, representatives of the kitchen manufac-
turers argued that fixed norms and standards left no room for individual
preferences, alternative aesthetic ideals, or varying tastes. In response, the
Consumer Institute’s representative claimed such an attitude would lead
to an “indefensible” abundance of colors and materials. Kitchen expertise,
she argued, was being ignored for the sake of romantic, designer “dream
kitchens.”
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One of the panel participants was Lennart Holm, Director of the National
Board of Public Planning (Planverket). Trained as an architect, he was the
leading expert on Swedish housing policy in the 1960s and 1970s, including
the Million Housing Program. Holm was also one of the authors of the first
(1952) edition of the Swedish handbook on kitchen planning and furnishing,
a publication which was subsequently republished in revised versions by the
Consumer Institute and the Consumer Agency. (IKEA later distributed the
1970s and 1980s editions of this book to its customers.) Holm lamented
at the 1972 panel how novelty was consistently pitted against knowl-
edge. Seeking to bridge the divide, he sought mutually beneficial coopera-
tion between the industry’s enthusiasm for innovation and the Institute of
Consumer Affairs” amassed expertise.

Representatives of publicly owned construction companies such as
Riksbyggen also participated in the panel. Raising the issue of class, they
pointed out that “concept kitchens” were expensive, targeting a limited cir-
cle of individual consumers, whereas the majority of construction projects
in Sweden were intended for large groups of “anonymous consumers.” The
Consumer Institute’s representative insisted that practical kitchens did not
have to be impersonal. Nevertheless, participants in the debate kept returning
to a shared hope of reaching compromises.3©

In a debate two years later, this time between the newly established
Consumer Agency—represented by Alice Thiberg—and the kitchen manu-
facturers, the topic was the same, but the tone was decidedly sharper. The
Agency had initiated the discussion because “producers persistently fail to
live up to standards of quality and the industry is deviating from the most
elementary rules of kitchen planning.” It is clear that in comparison with
the Consumer Institute, Thiberg was representing a public authority with a
new mandate. The Consumer Agency was making its presence felt. Rather
than offering manufacturers the ideal of compromise, it rebuked them. In
her opening speech, Alice Thiberg made her view clear. New kitchens were
often full of planning errors, that is, “nonsense and a lack of insight into the
living conditions of ordinary people.” These kitchens also fell short in terms
of quality and durability, while most producers offered an endless array of
“confusing variations in cabinet fronts.” She reminded those present about
the principle of offering a limited range of good products rather than too
many and unnecessary choices. The general recommendation for layouts and
standards should not be too difficult to respect, she argued, since it had “the
character of common sense” and was supported by “proven experience from
numerous practical and experimental studies.”3”

This particular debate continued in the media because the Consumer
Agency chose to make its criticism public in a press release. The kitchen
manufacturers reacted vigorously, likening the agency’s actions to those of
a crusade. They claimed the accusations were unfounded, pointing out that
kitchen manufacturers had been involved in the standardization process
since the 1930s while continuously balancing such requirements against the
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preferences of consumers.3® In a letter addressed directly to the Consumer
Agency, the manufacturers explained how its actions were helping to instill
an attitude of “suspicion directed at cabinet producers, their product quality
and marketing.”3 Refusing to retract her criticism, Thiberg responded that,
in point of fact, the producers were making the Agency appear suspicious.

This is a banal example of what you have to expect if consumer policy is to
‘reach out,” [be] direct and open. The Agency’s intentions and results will be
misrepresented and discredited. But we also know that there are conscientious
producers who comply, amending products and marketing that fail to meet the
standards.*?

These examples illustrate what was often a complicated relationship, where
cooperation and conflict could develop simultaneously. They also reflect a
more general criticism that had been heard since the end of the 1960s, one
directed at the ongoing standardization attempts and intensified when
consumer policy authorities were given more power in the 1970s. The architec-
tural historian Eva Rudberg has shown how manufacturers at the time con-
sidered the codified norms outdated, awkward, and inhibiting.*! As Thiberg
herself put it, kitchen standards came to be seen as something “ugly,” and
the Consumer Agency’s kitchens were described as “council gray” rooms
that prevented individuals from “developing their personality.”#? Critics also
claimed that standardization impeded flexibility in kitchen interior design.
Thiberg, of course, did not agree. Not only did explicit norms ensure quality
and protect consumers from the “kitchen cosmetics” cluttering up the mar-
ket, but standardization was in fact a precondition for flexibility, making it
much easier to combine different modules.*?

IKEA does not appear to have been involved in these conflicts, however.
With its own distribution chains and outlets, IKEA was a different type of
company. The more traditional furniture producers in Sweden, including
kitchen manufacturers, had for this reason excluded IKEA from their internal
cooperation efforts, including their exhibitions.** Compared to the kitchen
manufacturers like Ballingslov (est. 1924) and Marbodal (est. 1929), IKEA
was also a comparatively young actor on the market. It had only begun pro-
ducing kitchen interiors in 1968.

IKEA AND THE CONSUMER AGENCY

IKEA only reacted to the Consumer Agency after Thiberg’s second let-
ter in 1974 and the subsequent media coverage of the issue. But then the
company proved more than willing to accommodate Thiberg. It accepted
the Consumer Agency’s invitation to a meeting in its offices in Villingby
(a Stockholm suburb emblematic of Swedish welfare and planning), which
gave its representatives a chance to go through the most recent IKEA catalog
“picture by picture” with Alice Thiberg. The company found her “criticism
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to be well-founded” and assured the Consumer Agency that “mistakes” and
“faults” in the kitchen arrangements both in the catalogs and in the stores would
be “corrected.”® In a survey conducted by the business scholar Olof Henell
as part of his 1976 study on how firms viewed the state’s consumer policy,
representatives of IKEA stated that “the Consumer Agency needs us, just
as much as we can make use of them.” Billy Liljedahl, then responsible for
advertising and information at IKEA, put it rather strikingly:

The Consumer Agency cannot reach out on its own. We have embarked on
the right course in our relationship with the Consumer Agency: they get their
intentions across when we build them into our interiors. It does not even have to
be an intellectual process of choice for the consumer.*

This was reminiscent of how earlier so-called social engineers in Sweden,
such as Alva Myrdal, regarded consumers, who they believed had irrational or
muddied ideas about their own needs. From this view, it followed that rather
than focusing on consumer education, the state should ensure that peo-
ple were offered “proper,” fit-for-purpose products. This was especially the
case when it came to the more important houschold goods—including the
kitchen.*” Liljedahl made a similar point. “Information” could easily become
too advanced. Moreover, people could disregard reliable consumer informa-
tion and “buy something completely ridiculous” all the same. For this reason,
he favored a general system of basic requirements for the design and produc-
tion of consumer goods.

The interviewed managers confirmed that IKEA did not have the in-house
expertise and resources to develop “functional workspaces in the kitchens”;
the company was happy to follow the Consumer Agency’s recommenda-
tions.*8 Moreover, the IKEA managers emphasized, all standardization efforts
ultimately benefitted the company because their business model centered on
producing low-cost goods for a large market. They even welcomed the secu-
rity regulations that the Consumer Agency produced: “[We have] no conflicts
when it comes to functionality and security. We are pleased with the policy.”
Quality requirements were cast in positive terms: “We will do anything that
diminishes the risk of customer returns and complaints.” At the same time,
they were careful to underscore IKEA’s expertise in marketing kitchens from
an “aesthetic” and “socio-psychological” perspective.*’

One of the interviewees in Henell’s study was Lennart Ekmark, at the time
in charge of strategic marketing issues such as product range and exhibits.
Now retired, he still displays a strong interest in IKEA’s cooperation with
public authorities, including how this work produced knowledge about fur-
niture and functionality. In our own interview with him in February 2015,
he explained that IKEA had had close contacts with the Consumer Agency,
with Svensk Form (the former Swedish Society for Arts and Crafts), and
with Stockholm’s municipal houschold advisors (hemkonsulenter). “When we
displayed new kitchen environments in Kungens Kurva, the ladies from the
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Consumer Agency and Stockholm’s municipal household advisors visited us,”
inspected the kitchen arrangements, and offered their advice. According to
Ekmark, these public employees possessed extensive knowledge, “particularly
[about] safety and functionality.” Overall, Ekmark describes the relationship
with the Consumer Agency as amicable, recalling several of its employees by
name. Regarding Alice Thiberg and her husband, the professor of architec-
ture Sven Thiberg, a leading expert on standardization and housing issues,
Ekmark noted, “We had a hell of a [lot of] respect for them, they knew so
much.”>0

The same picture emerged in our December 2014 interview with Morgan
Lovgren, who was employed at Marbodal in the 1970s. During the process
of introducing standard measurements in its product range, the company
had continuous contact with the Consumer Agency. When Alice Thiberg’s
name came up in our interview, his spontaneous comment was “Damn, she
pulled no punches!” Lovgren describes what he considered a close, construc-
tive working relationship with the Agency, and recounts how Marbodal in
turn passed on its acquired knowledge about kitchen planning to retailers by
arranging “kitchen schools” of its own.5!

Ekmark clearly also sees knowledge as a key resource because he repeatedly
used the word and stressed its importance in the interview. According to
him, IKEA realized it could implement the accumulating knowledge about
kitchens, that is, “utilize it in order to create value.” He also informed us
that the employees in the stores “read the black and white, yellow-orange
book about kitchen planning,” obviously referring to the 1981 edition of the
above-mentioned handbook by the Consumer Agency. According to Ekmark,
whose view, of course, might be biased, IKEA was unique in this respect:
No other company operating globally could claim such expertise in kitchen plan-
ning. He believes such expertise is gone now, as there is nowhere to access it.

We also interviewed Thiberg in May and November 2014. In those
conversations and in the one with Ekmark, we explicitly asked about the
contacts between the Consumer Agency and IKEA. Both confirm that
there was a continuous dialog, but the difference is that the contacts appear
to have had greater importance for the businessman Ekmark than they did
for the public servant Thiberg. For Thiberg, IKEA was only one of many
kitchen manufactures that had to be brought in line. Ekmark on the other
hand repeatedly emphasized the value of his company’s relationship with the
Consumer Agency.

* % %

So far, we have explored the circulation of knowledge between the experts
of a state agency and those in business (producers and retailers). The ulti-
mate ambition of these state and business actors was to influence consum-
ers, whether to improve their living conditions and thereby society, generate
profits, or do both at the same time. Their kitchen knowledge circulated by
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means of regulations, publications, debates, and other dialogs. Most impor-
tantly, this knowledge was embodied in products and product displays. In the
following, we look first at the historical origins of this knowledge and then at
its wider dispersion abroad via IKEA catalogs, stores, and products.

TuaE GENEALOGY OF KiTcHEN KNOWLEDGE

The kitchen expertise that the Consumer Agency passed on to IKEA and the
other manufacturers can be traced back decades, deeply rooted as it was in
the history of the Swedish welfare state and the ideals and practices of the
Social Democratic “people’s home.”>? Such kitchen knowledge was closely
related to the functionalist precept that designing rational housing and con-
sumer goods would help “design” or shape the citizens of an improved
society.>3

Two entwined historical trajectories fed into the kitchen expertise of the
1970s. One, more relevant from a producer perspective, was the emergence
and development of the standardization movement from the 1920s on.
This movement was never led by the state, although it did evolve through
contacts between private actors and public authorities. Its purpose was to
enhance efficiency and flexibility in (among other areas) construction and
interior design. The first standards for kitchen fittings were issued in 1950
by the Swedish Standards Institute. This minimum standard was expanded
and revised in the early 1970s based on detailed research into the optimal
dimensions for kitchen work when accounting for the human body’s
dimensions and movements.>* The kitchen standard was integrated into the
general quality criteria for housing construction (God Bostad) that the official
Housing Board ( Kungliga Bostadsstyrelsen) published in several editions.>®

The other trajectory involved uses of the kitchen rather than its
production. Especially important for the present study was how the kitchen
in Sweden emerged as a site for the implementation of social welfare policy.
As such, it became a subject of expertise and so had to be researched and
rationalized according to scientific principles. When the Consumer Agency
provided IKEA with guidelines in 1974, its immediate source was the knowl-
edge base compiled in the revised 1972 edition of its kitchen handbook, Kik:
planering, invedning. This book, in turn, was based on earlier editions but
was supplemented with the results of a thorough kitchen study conducted in
the late 1960s. With the help of the Royal Institute of Technology (KTH)
and its division for Building Function Analysis (where Alice Thiberg’s hus-
band Sven Thiberg was a professor), the Consumer Institute (1957-1972)
constructed a number of test kitchens to systematically analyze how kitch-
ens were used in practice. The aim was to produce kitchen layouts that
were practical and functional. In contrast to the older ideal of a lone house-
wife working in the kitchen, and following the new ideals of gender equal-
ity and the two-breadwinner model, kitchens were to be arranged for
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two adults to use simultaneously. The studies aimed to identify “situations of
conflict,” which could then be prevented with the right kitchen design. For
instance, limited space could cause people to collide with open cabinet doors
and extended drawers. All the movements in the test kitchens were recorded
from a TV camera hung from the ceiling (Fig. 11.2).56

The technology and method were new, as was the ideal of gender equality
in the kitchen, but in most other respects the experimental approach followed
in the footsteps of studies conducted by the predecessor of the Consumer
Institute, the Home Research Institute (1944-1957). Originally only partially
supported by government funding, the Home Research Institute sprung from
a collaboration between voluntary womens’ and consumer organizations, pri-
vate companies, and the state. Over the years, public funding became increas-
ingly important. The aim was to work for “a systematic rationalization of
the working conditions in Swedish homes.”%” Surveys around 1940 revealed
that Swedes were living in housing that was overcrowded and substandard.
When this problem was linked to the issue of low nativity, which had become
a political issue already in the 1930s, the question of poor housing conditions
attained broad political relevance. One proposed solution to low nativity rates
was to improve conditions for women, that is, for potential mothers in their
everyday domestic lives.?® Consequently, official social policy also came to
include the kitchen. The Home Research Institute closely examined different
aspects of domestic chores—cleaning, cooking, and sewing—with the help of
scientific methods inspired by Tayloristic time and motion studies. One of the
goals, built on functionalist ideas, was to create logically planned, simple but
efficient kitchens.? These rationalization efforts of the 1940s and 1950s were
also influenced by international ideals. The U.S. home economist Christine
Frederick had used time studies in the early 1900s to design optimal kitchens.
The Frankfurt kitchen, designed by the Austrian architect Margarete Schiitte-
Lihotzky in the 1920s, had an even more direct influence in Sweden. But
from the 1940s, research shows that representatives from other countries—
above all the Nordic ones—were turning to Sweden to acquire knowledge
about how kitchens ought to be designed and built.%°

The expertise was efficiently summed up in the kitchen handbooks men-
tioned above, which IKEA also began distributing in 1976. The first edition
of the book with the title Kok: planering, invedning was published already in
1952 by the Home Research Institute. The same publication was reissued in
a series of updated editions during the 1960s and early 1970s. The Consumer
Institute was responsible for producing it after the demise of the Home
Research Institute, and the Consumer Agency in turn took over in 1973,
republishing and revising it in varying degrees until 1994.61

The various editions of the handbook evince a strong continuity.
The kitchen expertise that the Home Research Institute and its succes-
sors presented did not undergo radical changes, especially not since the
1960s, although the publication was continuously developed. There were
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Fig. 11.2 Recording kitchen experiments on camera at the Royal Institute of
Technology (KTH), Stockholm. Photos by Hakan Pettersson, in Kok: planering,
inredning (1981), 9; and Studio Granath, in Kok: planering inrvedning (1972), cover,
respectively.
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Fig. 11.2 (continued)
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adjustments: Standard measurements were revised, the recommended height
of the work surface was slightly increased, “reserve spaces” for future appli-
ances were added, and the larder was replaced by “artificially cooled storage.”
The late 1960s saw efforts to ensure a more flexible use of the kitchen mod-
ules, and in the following decade, as discussed above, the kitchen was adapted
to a more gender-equal family norm. The 1981 edition included solutions
for the disabled. Despite these additions, the recommendations for what con-
stituted the “correct” kitchen remained more or less unaltered.®? It was this
kitchen, sprung from the work of Swedish social engineers and welfare state
experts, which IKEA subsequently exported into the everyday lives of people
around the world.

IKEA’s “Basic KitTcHEN”

Almost all the evidence we have presented for IKEA’s adaptation of the
Consumer Agency’s kitchen recommendations comes from what IKEA’s
representatives have said—then and now. The late 1970s kitchen displays in
IKEAs stores are difficult to reconstruct, but the company’s catalogs can be
compared with the published recommendations of the Consumer Agency.

Alice Thiberg wrote about “building blocks” that had to be not only pro-
duced according to standardized measurements but also arranged correctly.%3
A number of different kitchens (all consisting of parts made according to the
same standard) were therefore tested in the experimental kitchen surveys at
the Royal Institute of Technology. The resulting alternative options were
then depicted in the Consumer Institute’s and Consumer Agency’s hand-
books. One core layout solution offered a base for several different kitchen
interiors and was repeatedly used during the 1970s and 1980s with minor
variations to demonstrate rational kitchen planning.%* This representative lay-
out of the Swedish kitchen included a row of cabinets 360 centimeters long
(sometimes 340), planned in every detail according to the ground rules of
functionality and safety. The countertop between the sink and the cooker
afforded a workspace 80-100 centimeters wide, no more, no less. The draw-
ers under the counter were near the sink, not the cooker. There were three
wall cabinet units, each 80 centimeters wide (allowing more storage space
than the 60 centimeter ones and pairs of smaller doors that were easier to
open without having to take a step back); one fan unit above the cooker; and
next to it a narrower cupboard, 40-60 centimeters, which was often depicted
with food in it. This layout was often shown as part of a so-called parallel
kitchen (two rows opposite each other) or as a single “straight kitchen,” fre-
quently flanked by a high storage unit.

The Consumer Agency reproduced and circulated this emblematic basic
kitchen solution in many ways. The Consumer Institute had already used it
to illustrate an advertisement for the 1972 Counter Exhibition. It appeared
in different formats (photographs, drawings, and blueprints) on and between
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the covers of the different editions of kitchen handbooks and illustrated arti-
cles by Alice Thiberg.%® The images often not only portrayed the optimal
position of the various units but also suggested their ideal use.

The details and recurring circulation of this elementary kitchen solution
through the Consumer Agency’s own channels are interesting because the
image, which IKEA published in its 1976 catalog (Fig. 11.1), depicted the
exact same layout. Indeed, the picture—in different variations—and the
Consumer Agency’s rules for kitchen planning became a regular feature in the
firm’s catalogs during the following years. In a 1977 catalog specifically dedi-
cated to the kitchen, a number of details were added to the image, and IKEA
named it the Basic Kitchen [ Baskiket].°® An informative text offering “Good
advice on how to plan a kitchen” once again explained the basic principles,
referring to the Consumer Agency’s handbooks and brochures. Similar infor-
mation appeared in the catalogs produced throughout the rest of the dec-
ade.%” Although not all IKEA kitchens depicted in the catalogs’ photographs
were faultlessly planned according to the official recommendations, they rep-
resented a definite “improvement” in this regard when compared to those
of the 1973 catalog. More to the point, the Consumer Agency’s ideas and
norms about kitchens were now disseminated through commercial channels
to large groups of consumers. This did not just occur in Sweden. During this
period, IKEA expanded overseas, and its kitchen sales often accounted for an
important segment of its international turnover.%8

THE JOURNEY ABROAD

The first IKEA store outside Scandinavia opened in 1973, near Ziirich in
Switzerland. The following year, a store opened in Germany, in Eching
outside Munich. Over the coming years, IKEA expanded swiftly in Europe,
and by the early 1980s, there were stores in the Netherlands, France, Belgium,
and Austria. The company also established itself further afield: first in Australia
and Canada and later in places like Hong Kong, Singapore, and Saudi Arabia.
The first IKEA store in the United States was inaugurated in 1985.99 IKEA’s
international catalogs were initially printed in Sweden and are therefore
included in the Swedish National Library’s collection of commercial ephem-
era. Already by 1977, catalogs were being produced in Danish, Norwegian,
and German, and they were nearly identical to the Swedish original. The same
kitchen image was used, alongside a similar text about “Bas kokkenet” (Danish),
“Grunnkjokkenet” (Norwegian), and “Grundkiiche” (German)’? (Fig. 11.3).
In 1984, the circulation of the IKEA catalog reached 45 million.”! Specific
kitchen catalogs were printed in different languages since the late 1970s.
As IKEA’s overseas presence increased, the production of the non-Swedish
catalogs was moved abroad. This means that the Swedish National Library’s
collection becomes decidedly patchier from then on.”?> Nevertheless, from
the evidence gleaned, it is still safe to say that in the overseas catalogs of
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Fig. 11.3 Basic Kitchen (Griindkiiche) from the German edition of IKEA’s 1977
Kitchen Catalog (© Copyright Inter IKEA Systems B.V. 2016)

the 1980s, the classic pedagogical image of the basic kitchen, modeled after
the Swedish Consumer Agency’s recommendations, continued to be used,
often in the form of a stylized photograph. For example, the German catalog
from 1983 to 1984 demonstrated the ideal kitchen arrangement (including
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recommendations for the use of storage spaces) by showing the layout orig-
inally provided by Sweden’s Consumer Agency. The Consumer Agency was
not mentioned, but the illustration clearly reveals the connections. This edu-
cational kitchen display also appeared in other catalogs from the same year in
English, French, and, of course, Swedish. In the catalogs produced over the
following years, specifically those dedicated solely to kitchens, identical—or
almost identical—images of the basic kitchen were a recurring feature. When
comparing the price of an IKEA kitchen with those of other manufacturers
or when explaining how the quality label Mobelfakta [Furniture Facts] was
applied to kitchens, very similar layouts were used.”3

Images of the basic kitchen were thus consistently displayed by IKEA
for at least a decade. Even if the explanation for this has more to do with
staying with a winning commercial concept than with any strong commit-
ment to educate consumers or to satisty the Consumer Agency, the finding
remains significant. The image of the Consumer Agency’s kitchen was circu-
lated around the world to probably more than forty-five million readers.

Internal educational materials for IKEA’s employees reinforce this
impression. These publications reveal that the kitchen expertise offered
by the Consumer Agency was used in the training of IKEA’s international
staft, certainly around 1980. A series of training booklets in different lan-
guages (Danish, Norwegian, German, French, and English) were produced
in 1978, 1979, and 1980. Among them, Kitchen—Function Booklet, Die
Kiiche—Funktionsheft, and La cuisine— Cabier d’étude foncionelle contained
thorough presentations of the kitchen’s various functions, including how it
was to be planned and arranged. All this closely followed the same themes
that the Consumer Agency’s kitchen handbooks covered. The IKEA book-
let dealt with the rational use of storage space and safety considerations, as
well as information about the Swedish standards for kitchen interiors. Tests
conducted by the Furniture Institute [Mobelinstitutet] and the quality
label Mobelfakta were presented. This knowledge was then directly applied
to IKEA’s System 210 kitchen, successor to the PAX-series. The exposi-
tion was pedagogically designed, including study questions, practical exer-
cises, and illustrations. The booklets concluded with an overview of kitchen
expertise illustrated with IKEA’s (and thus implicitly the Swedish Consumer
Agency’s) basic kitchen. Short explanatory notes next to the picture made
the case for kitchen planning in general and this elementary kitchen layout in
particular.

We do not know the extent to which IKEA employees and kitchen con-
sumers around the world internalized this knowledge, but we do know that
these materials enjoyed significant international circulation. In our interview,
Lennart Ekmark notes that only in the United States did IKEA’s consumer
advice encounter certain resistance because it was seen as “patronizing.”
In Ekmark’s opinion, U.S. consumers “did not want to base their purchases
on knowledge but on emotions.” Jeff Werner has shown that IKEA’s cen-
tral principle of selling the same products in all markets could not fully
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be implemented in the United States, but his explanation differs somewhat
from Ekmark’s. Aside from being accustomed to other standard measurements,
Werner argues that Americans’ tastes were more “conservative” and that U.S.
consumers expected more customer service than IKEA usually offered.”*

In practice, of course, virtually all purchasing decisions are based on both
emotion and knowledge, and IKEA’s marketing strategy was full of attempts
to appeal emotively to their customer’s reason. An internal educational book-
let from 1985, for example, explained rather laboriously that the self-service
setup in IKEA stores was designed to speak “both to the brain and the heart,
as we make our choices with both sense and sensibility.””> The showcase inte-
riors (or “idea environments,” as they were initially called) were intended to
appeal to emotions, whereas the “compact,” a display area for the full range
of choices in every product category, was intended to appeal to reason.”®
What the Consumer Agency’s representatives had tried to teach IKEA was
that even its stores’ showcase interiors had to be rationally planned. After
all, next to their emotive appeal, they necessarily also conveyed a rational
message.

In this sense, the Consumer Agency’s intentions were indeed built
into the kitchen environments on display in stores and catalogs, and in the
layouts that IKEA staff promoted in their customer advice. Kitchen solu-
tions developed on the basis of the knowledge amassed by experts in Sweden
working for the Home Research Institute, the Institute of Consumer Affairs,
and the Consumer Agency were thus ultimately disseminated to many mil-
lions of people far beyond Sweden. In this way, IKEA served as a power-
ful, international medium for Swedish social welfare policy and consumer
policy. This conclusion stands despite Alice Thiberg’s claim that IKEA was
quick to proclaim its good intentions but often failed to act on them. This
study has shown that to a significant extent IKEA did in fact integrate and
disseminate the Agency’s expertise. Whether the company could have done so
more rigorously and to what extent IKEA’s international consumers actually
internalized the Agency’s educational message are questions that lie beyond
the scope of this chapter.

TaE COMMODIFICATION OF SWEDISH SOCIAL ENGINEERING

We have shown that as an integrated part of its commercial operations, IKEA
mediated the social welfare policy vision that had taken shape in the Swedish
kitchen recommendations formulated by the Home Research Institute, the
Consumer Institute, and the Consumer Agency. It seems that IKEA, perhaps
more so than other Swedish kitchen manufacturers, was willing to internal-
ize the knowledge on offer from the Consumer Agency. This conclusion is
based on findings from a decade of testimony, beginning in the mid-1970s.
We have not attempted to discern the company’s underlying motives. It could
have been a way of gaining legitimacy through quality control, for instance,
or part of a marketing strategy, or a means to reinforce the demands it made
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on its subcontractors. Instead, we have focused on describing and contextu-
alizing how kitchen expertise was transferred between different actors. In this
process, both institutions (such as the newly founded Consumer Agency) and
individuals (such as Alice Thiberg) played crucial roles.

Because IKEA and other manufacturers integrated the solutions
recommended by experts at the Consumer Agency into their model kitchens,
the Consumer Agency reached far broader circles than the educated Swedish
consumers that read its publications. In this sense, adhering to the Consumer
Agency’s advice when buying a kitchen did “not have to be an intellectual
process of choice for consumers,” as one of our above-quoted sources
put it.”7 Thus, it was a clear example of social engineering. Historians and
historical actors alike have tended to see consumer engineering and social
engineering as opposites. A case in point, the Consumer Agency was charged
with protecting consumers from “manipulative” corporate marketing prac-
tices. Our study shows that these forces were intertwined, and that the
dichotomous narratives therefore must be reconsidered and nuanced. After
all, the 1970s also saw severe criticism in Sweden not only of the unwavering
faith in economic growth propagated by industrialists and marketing
professionals but also of the technocratic optimism of social planners.”®

Scholars such as Sara Kristoffersson have shown how IKEA has utilized
welfare state rhetoric and images of Swedishness in its branding since
the 1980s.” We have examined the company’s kitchen manufacturing
in the 1970s as an example of a concrete point of contact between IKEA
and Swedish social welfare policy makers. Because the outcome of these
encounters went on to be displayed and sold on the international market,
an element of “Swedishness” rooted in politics and history—beyond the
rhetoric of branding strategies—was embedded in IKEA’s exports. Other
scholars have argued that the hegemonic American consumption regime was
particularly salient for the European kitchen market.8? Because our example
deals with the global company IKEA, we are able to challenge this thesis in
a novel way, going beyond pointing out distinct national or European vari-
ations. The American dream kitchen of the 1950s was certainly influential in
many European countries, including Sweden. But if we look at the following
decades and direct our focus away from electrical appliances toward kitchen
interiors, an alternative point can be made. Integrating elements of rational
Swedish kitchen expertise, the IKEA kitchen by the 1970s can be described as
a specific alternative to its American counterpart. Not only that, but its global
diffusion suggests it was indeed a genuine, and successful, alternative.

The Consumer Agency’s kitchen (and consequently also IKEA’s basic
kitchen) was intended to de-emphasize class and promote gender equality.
It focused more on the design and layout of the built-in interior than on
the latest kitchen appliances. Although fridges, cookers, and ovens were
integrated into the standard design, they were secondary to the layout of the
cabinets, drawers, and countertops. A central design concern was practicality,
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which the “correctly” planned Swedish kitchen doubtlessly achieved in many
respects. Yet the recommendations lacked any explicit reflections concerning
how narrowly adapted the design was to a Northern European lifestyle and
cooking culture. It did not, for instance, take any account of other possible
habits, appliances, or utensils—despite the fact that immigration to Sweden
at this point was increasing. This regionally specific approach makes its global
journey by means of IKEA even more intriguing.

* % %

Official Swedish consumer policy has changed since the 1970s. It has become
more decentralized, more market-friendly, and it is based on a rather differ-
ent view of the consumer. No longer considered to be in need of protection
from “unnecessary” choices, the Swede today is instead encouraged to act
as an active consumer in all aspects of life, including the welfare sector. The
Swedish kitchen standard and its recommendations remained in place until
1997, at which point a less detailed European standard was introduced.
The long trajectory of developing and coditying Swedish kitchen expertise
thereby came to an end, and its continued dissemination among architects,
consumers, and producers was markedly diminished. Around the same time,
new kitchen ideals were being popularized. The kitchen as a site of work was
toned down, and its character as a space for social gatherings or lifestyle con-
sumption was emphasized.

Nevertheless, in its catalogs and on its Web site, IKEA retained a focus
on practical kitchen planning into the 2000s. What expertise this draws on
today is not clear. In a 2001 newspaper interview, a now retired Alice Thiberg
criticized IKEA’s catalogs for calling the kitchens “work-friendly,” practical,
and safe, despite a number of details that proved the contrary. The measures
and planning recommendations provided for a functional layout were also
“faulty,” claimed Thiberg, and she lamented that consumers were now
completely in the hands of kitchen manufacturers. “There is no longer a
counterforce.” When the newspaper confronted IKEA with this criticism,
the interviewed sales manager asserted the company’s kitchen interiors were
still being designed (“as far as possible”) on the basis of the “old Swedish
standard,” and promised (once again) that IKEA would “do better.”8! Some
fading traces of the Swedish welfare state’s “kitchen expertise” were thus still
detectable in a new era of lifestyle consumption.
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CHAPTER 12

“The Consumer Crusader”—Hugo Schui
and the German Consumers Association

Kevin Rick

In 1964, the West German weekly Die Zeit published several articles dealing
with Hugo Schui, a self-proclaimed “Crusader for Consumers” and former
employee of the Federal Ministry for Nutrition, Agriculture, and Forestry.
One of these articles described Schui as “problematic, not an casy person,
hard to put in a certain category, opaque, naive, and slick at once, always
dressed as neat as a pin, tall and lean, round-eyed, maybe indeed driven only
by noble-mindedness.”? Born in the Ruhr region in 1913, the educated
advertising expert was characterized as a “new type of person, fitting very well
into our social system, a pragmatical idealist,” but also “desperately craving
power.” While representatives of trade associations called him esoteric and a
dreamer, a ministry official even called him a “sectary” because his engage-
ment in consumer politics manifested the fervor of a cult member.?

In recent research, Shui’s kind of commitment has been called an out-
standing example of a “more activist approach” to West German consumer
politics in the 1960s.3 For Gunnar Trumbull, “Schui’s early success suggests
that a grass-roots consumer movement of the kind that emerged in France
might have been possible in Germany.”* However, in contrast to well-known
consumer advocates like the American Ralph Nader, Schui’s early success was
only short-lived. By the end of the decade, he had not only lost his job at the
ministry but also his faith in consumer sovereignty and the power of the peo-
ple. But the fierce opposition and bitter rejection Schui encountered was not
just because of his personality. In this chapter, I argue that a great part of his
efforts and failure was closely linked to the predominant concepts of political
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consumer engineering at that time. That is, state policy tried to cultivate spe-
cific consumer behaviors that, contrary to commercial efforts, were based in
large part on the normative idea of economic rationality. Political efforts tried
to arm consumers against the often “overtly manipulative bent” of modern
marketing.?

Through education and information, consumers were to attain “enlight-
enment” so they could “emancipate” themselves from the “hidden persuad-
ers.” Instead of falling for persuasive advertising, consumers ought to support
the domestic economy by choosing only useful, high-quality products, which
in the long run would force corporations to produce rationally themselves
and eventually lead to a “clean” functioning market. Rational consumption
by responsible consumers (miindige Verbraucher) was emphasized as crucial
to sustaining competition in the market economy. Rational consumption was
not just stressed as a precondition for freedom of choice in the marketplace.
The free market economy and free consumption were emphasized as the
essential qualities that distinguished the “free West,” with all its wealth and
prosperity, from the “unfree East,” afflicted by planned economies and scarci-
ties of consumer goods.%

Due to the social, economic, and political importance of consumer behav-
ior, German state policy makers established a dense network of advice and
information centers already in the 1950s, and they conducted campaigns to
educate and enlighten the citizenry. Consumers as sovereigns on the free
market were not to be patronized by strong regulations and laws. Political
consumer engineers with their agenda of rational consumption worked for
consumers, who would decide autonomously, based on objective and neutral
information rather than emotions, feelings, and “irrational desires” evoked
by their counterparts, the commercial consumer engineers and “hidden
persuaders.”

This chapter takes a closer look at the underlying ideas of this specific
approach to consumer policy and at the central institutions of the West
German consumption regime in the 1960s, drawing on the story of the polit-
ical consumer engineer Hugo Schui and his attempts to establish a consumer
organization as a counterweight to both politics and corporations.”

Tuae FigaT FOR PRICE COMPETITION

Hugo Schui’s career as a consumer activist began in 1957. Until then, he had
been merely an eager and reliable employee of the Ministry for Nutrition,
Agriculture, and Forestry. In the ministry’s department of sales promotion,
the advertising expert had been designing campaigns to boost agricultural
sales for West German farmers. During several special missions and supported
by millions of marks, he had successfully supported hops and dairy farmers,
and he had coordinated international advertising measures for agricultural
goods.3
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By 1957, however, he felt that something was amiss. While an increasing
number of Germans at that time were coming to enjoy the many pleasant
advantages of the so-called economic miracle, Hugo Schui began to worry
about the sustainability and the nature of the social market economy. Since
the end of World War II, West Germany had lived through a rapid eco-
nomic recovery. In 1948, the Reichsmark had been replaced by the Deutsche
Mark as legal tender. At the same time, Ludwig Erhard, later Minister of
Economics under Chancellor Konrad Adenauer, had begun to implement
the social market economy as a third way between laissez-faire economic lib-
eralism and socialist planned economies.? In Erhard’s view, the state should
actively implement regulations to sustain competitiveness and a functioning
market, for example, by preventing the formation of trusts and monopolies.
Additionally, social policies based on Christian ethics should provide citizens
with the security of an extensive system of social welfare.

At the beginning of the 1950s, West German industry began to boom,
boosted by increasing international demand for industrial goods following the
Korean War. High unemployment nearly shifted to full employment in the
middle of the decade, and with rising incomes, more and more people could
afford nonessential consumer goods.!® While Erhard credited the social mar-
ket economy for the country’s rapid economic growth, the term “economic
miracle” provides a sense of how contemporaries perceived West Germany’s
rapid and extensive economic recovery from the devastations of World War II.

Consumption and consumers had been highly debated in public since the
carly postwar years, but interest in the topic increased in 1957.11 A lot was
happening at the time. The economics ministry came up with its first plans
for a comparative product testing institute.!? Pension reforms improved
the living conditions of millions of people. With the Treaty of Rome, the
European Economic Union and the Common Market were finally estab-
lished. Meanwhile, West Germany was experiencing not only full employ-
ment but actual labor shortages. If the Sputnik crisis was unnerving, the Act
Against Restraints on Competition ultimately secured a free market economy
in the Federal Republic.!® Yet Schui was primarily concerned about some-
thing else. For him, prices were the problem: In his perception, most German
retailers defined their profit margins not according to their actual expenses,
but instead exploited consumers with excessive prices.!*

In general, prices were an important political issue ever since the currency
reforms in 1948. After the inflation and hyperinflation crises in the 1920s
and especially after World War 11, their steadiness and stability was received
as a sign of economic recovery and growth. Competitive price formation
was generally seen as an important prerequisite to the free market econ-
omy, even if many prices were still regulated by the state in the 1950s and
1960s. In theory, at least, sovereign consumers would avoid products with
unreasonable prices; however, many Germans apparently engaged in con-
spicuous consumption and even took high prices as a direct sign of quality.
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In Schui’s view, therefore, West German consumers were very likely falling
prey to smart dealers who simply raised the prices for certain goods to stimu-
late sales.!® As a citizen, he felt the urge to do something. In 1957, while he
was still coordinating ministry advertising programs, he founded his first con-
sumer organization, the Kiufer-IG or Buyers’ Interest Group (BIG).

At first, BIG comprised only ministry staff because Schui used ministry
working committees to promote his project. In this sense, Schui’s approach
offered no real innovation. After a few weeks, however, word spread in the
German capital that BIG members could access a whole range of consumer
goods at significantly reduced rates. Schui had contracted with a large num-
ber of companies, which he guaranteed a certain purchase quantity in return
for their offering BIG member products at reduced rates. For a small monthly
fee, members received a newsletter with an order sheet, designed and printed
by Schui himself, offering products such as vacuum cleaners, television sets,
washing machines, and record players. Between 1957 and 1965, Schui
together with his wife and his young daughter processed over 500,000 orders
after work at the family’s small house in Bonn, only receiving a small commis-
sion payment from the suppliers.!6

As an advertising expert, Schui knew very well how to separate the BIG
from other “price breaker” groups and similar predecessors of discount
stores. From the beginning, he stressed his political ambitions, aiming
to change the whole market.!” His strategy was very simple, based on the
assumption that a market failure could only be remedied by the market itself.
In Schui’s view, true market freedom not only forbade political interventions
but also made them obsolete in the long run. While the state should guaran-
tee a general framework for this freedom by dismantling cartels and monopo-
lies, Schui believed consumer attitudes were crucial to the economy, especially
their attitudes toward prices.

BIG’s contracts were meant to show producers, retailers, and consum-
ers that there was no justification for trading ranges above 20 or 30%.!8
Furthermore, Schui aimed to unite active consumers who, in his words, were
“convinced of the uselessness of wordy protests against high prices” but
instead would punish unfair traders and producers with contempt and avoid-
ance.!® Such behavior would lead to a profound change of the market to the
benefit of the buying public. In a somewhat neoliberal sense, then, BIG was
expected to function as a catalyst for the natural mechanisms of a free market
economy.

Initially, Schui and BIG were widely celebrated by the press as successful
“price breakers,” fighting for consumer justice and wealth.2® With success,
however, criticism grew. Retailers and producers started insulting Schui,
calling him “Hugo the Cheap”®! and comparing him to Bruno Goéring,
a well-known ghost healer wandering through Germany and curing peo-
ple with supernatural powers.??> Schui’s mostly exaggerated statements in
the press angered merchants. Despite their scathing criticisms, however,
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Schui continued to propagate his creed of “sustaining affluence by cutting
prices” in the following years.? If Schui was highly skilled at building cas-
tles in the air, his “price-breaking” efforts remained largely fruitless. Most of
his projects failed. His reputation worsened, and he was branded a dreamer
and troublemaker with a general lack of economic expertise. Despite Schui’s
claims to the contrary, it is doubtful that BIG was even a true consumer asso-
ciation. Apart from its self-proclaimed consumerist agenda, it was not much
more than a moderately successful one-man-agency for buying discount prod-
ucts without any options for members to participate in the group’s govern-
ance. Nevertheless, Schui’s BIG experience influenced his later consumer
projects to a great extent.

PROMOTING “RATIONAL” CONSUMERS

Schui finally gave up BIG in 1965.2* Since its founding in 1957, there had
been important changes in retailing and consumption. Supermarkets and dis-
count stores were steadily replacing old mom-and-pop shops. Prepackaged
and frozen foods were becoming increasingly popular, and the prices of
goods like refrigerators and television sets were steadily declining because
industry was finally able to match demand.?® At the same time, Chancellor
Adenauer explicitly warned his cabinet in 1962 that the time of the “dizzy-
ing upswing” was finally over.?¢ Politics would have to prepare the coun-
try for slower economic growth. To maintain stability and fight economic
uncertainty, it would be crucial to promote thriftiness and rational shopping.
Against this background, the cabinet voted to pursue a more countercyclical
budgetary policy. It also approved the foundation of an initially state-funded
institute for comparative product testing, which was realized as Stiftung
Warentest in 1964.%7

The primary idea behind comparative product testing was to inde-
pendently produce objective information for consumers to help them make
more rational decisions. This effort would support competition and keep sup-
ply and demand in check. The basic assumption was that, despite their the-
oretical sovereignty over the market, consumers lacked the skills necessary
to assess products and therefore they could not exercise their true power.?8
Furthermore, it was commonly believed that most consumers did not have
a proper understanding of their role and duties in the market. Additionally,
consumers were perceived as falling prey too easily to slick advertising tech-
niques, which seduced them into making irrational choices and pursuing use-
less consumption practices. Economic Minister Ludwig Erhard, who in the
1950s had put great efforts in promoting the “courage to consume,” now
tried to curtail consumer demand through “calls for restraint.” He warned his
fellow citizens of the dangers of affluent “self-indulgence.”??

What united comparative product testing and calls for restraint had in
common was each aimed to change consumers’ attitudes and behaviors.
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In general, consumer politics focused mostly on consumers as individuals,
stressing their system-relevant market power. Even when the number of
complaints by consumer organizations and disappointed citizens about mar-
ket failure grew, politics mostly shifted the blame to consumers. This gap
between theoretical power and practical weakness was in fact the basic justifi-
cation for the state’s paternalistic claim to protect consumers. Put differently,
practical limits to consumer sovereignty prompted calls for consumer protec-
tion “not only through [the] self-help of vigilant consumers and their organ-
izations but from the state itself.”3% This protection was expressed through
various laws and regulations, but for the most part West German consumer
policy focused on education, “enlightenment,” and advice—in other words,
on political consumer engineering. The state also had its own agenda in pro-
moting specific consumer behaviors. It tried to fashion rational, emancipated
consumers able to resist the influences of “hidden persuaders” and the purely
emotional, desire-driven impulses to buy luxury goods or things that went
beyond the usual needs of a humble household by generally accepted stand-
ards at the time.

Crucial to its success was the strict limitation of political consumer engi-
neering to measures compliant with market mechanisms. While avoiding
direct interventions in the market, the state sought to influence consumer
choices by providing certain kinds of information and promoting specific
patterns of choice. In this way, it could maintain economic growth. In the
state’s view, only “rational” consumer choices, although hard to define with
precision, would promote prosperity and affluence for individuals and society.
Against that background, “the consumer was meant to fit the nationally use-
ful economic situation.”3! In simple terms, rational shopping was perceived as
necessary to maintain a market economy and consequently a Western democ-
racy. Only rational consumer choices would sustain a well-functioning market
and push German producers to develop the ability to compete internationally.
Only this would, in the long run, perpetuate the economic miracle and thus
the general welfare, too.

The political importance of consumer issues grew tremendously in the
early 1960s, and the number of consumer-related institutions rose simul-
taneously.3? Since the early postwar years, two consumer committees and
two departments for consumer issues had existed at the federal ministries
for economics and for agriculture and nutrition, which now were enlarged.
Furthermore, every state government in the Federal Republic had its
own consumer departments in several ministries. They stayed in close con-
tact with the federal government but also started pursuing their own con-
sumption policies. In addition, since the late 1950s, eleven so-called
Verbraucherzentralen, consumer advice centers, had been founded, one in
every federal state, initiated and funded by both state and federal ministries.
While these centers brought together most state-level consumer associations,
the leading consumer organization at the time, the Arbeitsgemeinschaft der
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Verbraucherverbinde, or Association of Consumer Groups (ACG), unified
such groups at the federal level.

Both the advice centers and the ACG eschewed individual member-
ships.33 They only accepted organizations, conflicts of competence wors-
ened when a number of states began to claim consumer policy as members
because individual consumer interests seemed too various to be organized
directly. Of course, this organizational strategy led to specific consumer policy
approaches. Whereas the ACG was primarily a lobbying organization with a
central executive board in Bonn, each of the eleven consumer centers acted
autonomously. Originally founded to provide information, the centers quickly
developed a political posture, being both able and willing to amplify and rep-
resent consumer interests on a regional, state, and federal level.3* The centers
engaged continuously in national and even international debates on the role
and duties of consumers. By building dense personal and formal networks,
they were in close contact with federal and state governments as well as other
consumer groups. It is no surprise that in the early 1960s the centers became
a preferred partner for politicians to disseminate their policy objectives.3® This
circumstance was mostly due to the centers’ direct access to consumers but
also because they were perceived as reliable and predictable partners.3¢ Since
they received state and federal funding, the centers had to regularly report
on their activities. At the same time, they remained politically independent
on the surface. Therefore, they could host consumer events like lectures and
demonstrations of household appliances without being perceived as a state
actor. They also organized activities like guided factory tours and roundta-
bles, but mainly they advised consumers during regular consultation hours in
person and through media, especially in magazines, journals, brochures, and
radio broadcasts.

In the second half of the 1960s, however, these consumer centers were no
longer backed by just economics and nutrition ministries. Now they received
inputs from various other government offices. Prompted not least by debates
on comparative product testing, more and more government offices started
to engage in consumption policy. Since the field had not yet been strictly
defined, certain conflicts emerged when the Ministries for Economics, for
Nutrition, Agriculture and Forestry, for Labor, for Housing, for Health, and
for Family Affairs at the federal and state levels all claimed responsibility for
consumer issues.

In this context, the Economics Ministry founded an Interministerial
Committee on Consumer Affairs in 1965 to establish consumer policy as
an “integrating part of general policy.” Nevertheless, conflicts over respon-
sibilities worsened when a number of states began to claim consumer policy
as their own. In particular, several states tried to gain more control over the
consumer centers. The centers’ growing importance, however, was a major
problem for the ACG, the self-proclaimed leading consumer organization,
which depended heavily on governmental subsidies.3” Furthermore, the ACG
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experienced increasing difficulties in legitimizing itself as “the consum-
er’s voice” because it accepted only organizations as members and was also
involved in several failed comparative product testing attempts.33

Since 1953, this association had attempted to gain acceptance as a part-
ner in the market, like the corporations on the supply side. Consequently,
the ACG’s actions were constrained to mainly cooperating measures, focus-
ing foremost on delivering consumer information, advice, and education.?’
In this sense, the ACG’s agenda was based on the same assumptions that
government officials made. Both emphasized the importance of not interven-
ing too directly in the market, stressing that consumers had both rights and
duties rooted in freedom of choice and equality in the market economy. As
market partners, the ACG saw cooperation, information, and communication
with producers and retailers as the only acceptable approaches to consumer
policy. Against this background, ACG executive members tried hard to gain
access to decision-making committees and to gain a voice as consumer repre-
sentatives within the federal government.

ScHUI AND THE WEST GERMAN CONSUMPTION REGIME

Without getting into further details, one can say that the West German con-
sumption regime in the 1960s was shaped by conflicts over jurisdiction,
overly complex bureaucratic structures, and a heavy focus on economic
rationality. Hugo Schui, however, did not think that enough was being done
for the consumer. In 1965, he gave up the BIG and founded the Deutscher
Verbraucherbund, or German Consumers Association (GCA). At the time,
he was still working at the Ministry for Agriculture and Nutrition, although
his field of work had changed. Due to his activities in the BIG, Schui had
come to the attention of the Federal Chancellery. Using funds budgeted to
the Federal Press Office, the Chancellery organized a project for consumer
education on grocery prices and rational shopping using weekly TV shows.*?

The main goal was to inform consumers that they were able to influence
prices to the better by their shopping routines. Of course, this had been
Schui’s whole concern. His project, however, was supposed to focus espe-
cially on foods and agricultural products. Schui was supposed to spread the
message that consumers had a significant influence on the agricultural mar-
ket, even though the Common Market regulated and set a large number of
prices, price margins, and quality norms.*! Furthermore, Common Market
states were required by law to buy overproduction and directly intervene in
the market to maintain a balance in supply and demand.*? Strictly speaking,
Schui had to calm consumers who were too critical. Unsurprisingly, this con-
tradiction between promoting ideas of sovereign consumers and protection-
ism at the same time, together with his BIG experiences, led Schui to found
the GCA in the summer of 1965.
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Unlike the ACG, Schui’s GCA accepted no organizations, only individual
members.*3 As with its funding, the GCA’s political legitimation was to be
based on as broad a membership base as possible. For Schui, the ACG was
just an “agency without specific authorization,” an agency nobody author-
ized to speak for consumers.** The GCA’s organizational strategy also led to
a specific consumer policy approach. Whereas the ACG primarily focused on
lobbying and communication, and the consumer centers primarily advised
and informed, Schui was convinced that only “true action” on the market
would lead to improvements.*> He advocated for a free market and for elim-
inating all market regulations, believing that only unlimited free competition
would lead to economic growth and prosperity for all.

Whereas the BIG had fought only against retailers and producers, the
GCA’s biggest opponent was the government. To Schui, it was clear that a
true consumer organization had to be independent from both supply side
and state or political party interests. Independence from government primar-
ily separated the GCA from the consumer centers and from the ACG, both
of which cooperated with federal and state governments. Schui instead pro-
claimed, “we are a power—stronger than all associations of the other side!”#6

By “the other side,” Schui meant the supply-side organizations that had
been opposing him since the BIG days. However, his choice of words indi-
cated a specific view on the modern market economy. This view was inspired
by Harvard economist John Kenneth Galbraith and his 1952 work American
Capitalism: The Concept of Countervailing Power, which criticized the notion
that free markets would automatically provide socially optimal solutions.
Galbraith compared worker unions’ struggles against exploitation with the
need for consumers to organize. Consumers could only fight exaggerated
prices and stand up for a competitive market if they were united.*” While
consumers in the United States had formed a collective countervailing power
in the 1920s, Schui criticized German consumer groups as lazy, illegitimate,
and state controlled. However, in Galbraith’s analysis, consumers like work-
ers needed to exercise their power on the market through organized boycotts
and strikes. In that sense, Schui defined the use of consumer boycotts as the
main principle of the GCA’s work.*® For him, it was not enough to educate
consumers on confidence and awareness. Although common consumer policy
had that precise aim, Schui tried to unify consumers to attack the supply side.
He criticized the state’s paternalistic approach to consumer issues. Instead, he
was convinced that only amplifying their individual buying power in a con-
sumer grassroots movement could correct market failures.

Besides its organizational structure, this focus on confrontation over
cooperation was the main difference between the GCA and other consumer
groups. While the ACG wanted to be the “third partner on the market,”
Schui and the GCA wanted to be a countervailing force, stronger than all
other associations.*® Against this background, it is natural that Gunnar
Trumbull calls the GCA’s strategy a “more activist approach.” Hugo Schui
indeed preferred true action to wordy protests.
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Although Schui stressed the idea of general civic responsibility to consume
rationally, he also believed it was critical to create a system of exclusive bene-
fits for GCA members.?? These selective incentives seemed essential to acquir-
ing and maintaining a broad GCA membership base, which would be needed
for effective consumer boycotts. By paying a monthly fee, members did not
just receive “The Alarm Clock (Der Wecker),” the GCA’s monthly journal,
but could also book very cheap flights to the United States. Officially, these
flights were planned as opportunities for Germans to connect with American
consumer advocates. Indeed, Schui himself stayed in close contact with
American consumer advocates and strove to copy their concepts.®! But since
most GCA members used the flights for cheap vacations instead of politi-
cal education, the events were usually poorly attended. In general, member
engagement was a problem for the GCA. The initial rapid growth in mem-
bership declined steadily after peaking in 1966. Unfortunately, there are no
confirmed figures; however, according to Schui’s official statements, the GCA
gained about 10,000 members in the first weeks after its founding in 1965.52
In the following year, membership apparently grew to 70,000. Yet given
Schui’s poor administrative capabilities at his small house in Bonn, which
functioned as the GCA’s head office, these numbers are highly doubtful.
Contemporary journalists agreed, however, that significantly more men than
women enrolled in the organization.>® Since Schui explicitly claimed that
consumer policy should not be limited to housewives and often used war-like,
aggressive speech, this certainly was no surprise. But even when Schui offered
members legal protection insurance for consumption-related issues, their
number declined steadily. In the meantime, his public temperament became
increasingly more low key.>*

Yet GCA’s problems were not restricted to declining membership. Because
Schui wanted the GCA to be as powerful and flexible as possible, he opposed
the development of regional or local subdivisions. Instead, the whole organ-
ization centered on him personally.’® He was the only individual who ulti-
mately could decide to call a boycott. He also published the GCA magazine
and wrote every article himself. At the same time, he was the association’s
press officer, president, and managing director. Due to Schui’s remarka-
ble self-confidence, there was no way members could participate in building
and shaping the GCA. The organization had no democratic structure at all.
Against this background, it is no surprise that off record ministry officials
called Schui a “sectary.”®® To them, it was clear that Schui was acting as an
eccentric loner who craved power and whose political actions had no broader
societal or economic impact.

Boycotts and consumer education were not the only strategies Schui
pursued. He was convinced that to successfully change consumer attitudes,
it was crucial to offer proper shopping alternatives; otherwise, consumers
would just fall back into old habits. Thus, with the GCA, he founded the
so-called PILOT community, a group of about 60 retail stores that contrac-
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tually committed themselves not to charge prices higher than 35% above
wholesale cost.>” Among other things, the stores also agreed to make public
their financial records, which were checked by Schui himself on the weekends.
Unsurprisingly, the cooperative group fell apart after only a few months.
Store owners were naturally opposed to Schui monitoring their businesses.>®

This was not the only setback Schui experienced shortly after found-
ing the GCA, however. In 1966, he was finally forced to leave the Ministry
for Agriculture and Nutrition, where he had worked for more than fifteen
years.?® Members of parliament had criticized Minister Hermann Hocherl in
public because of Schui’s engagement and his public attacks on the govern-
ment.%® His criticism had become too radical and aggressive. Furthermore,
Schui had exploited his position at the ministry to gather price statistics and
data for his GCA work.®! His cooperation with business owners was seen as
inappropriate for someone who focused on consumer issues.? Given this sit-
uation, it is understandable that state and federal agencies ended their coop-
eration with Schui. His former duties were simply delegated to the consumer
centers, which seemed more reliable and usually eschewed antagonizing poli-
tics and business.%3

After leaving the ministry, the GCA’s success became even more important
for Schui. According to internal ministry files, he could cover his living costs
at that time more or less with commission payments of the PILOT-stores and
GCA membership fees. Unfortunately, the few announced GCA strikes and
boycotts failed completely. Nobody wanted to rally in the streets for lower
butter prices, and it was a total disaster. Even if people had vociferously com-
plained about agricultural protectionism, they were not willing to do without
milk or butter. People obviously liked to listen to this eccentric, charismatic
man, but their situation was not as bad as in the early 1950s, when every
Deutschmark had counted. In sum, consumers in the 1960s were primarily
focused on quality and health, but not on prices.®* Schui had come too late.

Tuae LiMmits oF GRASSROOTS REBELLION

Despite this failure, Schui kept trying. Eventually, he intensified cooperation
with American consumer advocates and together with his son Michael founded
a minor consumer organization in the United States similar to the GCA.
Overall, however, Schui faded from a position of significance in the 1970s.
His last interview appeared in the German newspaper Die Zeit in 1972 on the
occasion of successful consumer boycotts in Sweden. There was not much left
of the former idealistic consumer advocate, who now said, “It is extremely
hard to persuade the affluent German citizen to fight against exaggerated
prices.... Only a dreamer would imagine a German housewife protesting in the
streets.”®® For Schui, the German mentality was the crux of the GCA’s fail-
ure, together with the state- and business-induced consumption patterns he
had tried to fight. Discounting his personal shortcomings, Schui described his
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calls for strikes as mere education campaigns and insulted German consumers
as too lazy and unconcerned to unify as a countervailing power.

It is questionable, however, if this assessment sufficiently explains GCA’s
failure. Obviously, Schui’s character played a certain role, too, and the GCA
did not offer any opportunities for members to participate in any meaning-
ful way. This starkly diminished its chances for success as a grassroots move-
ment. Also, Schui’s pipe dreams, his reputation, and his stubbornness made
it unbearable for state actors and other consumer groups to cooperate with
him. Whereas the ACG had worked hard to engage in discussions and to pro-
vide a certain kind of expert knowledge for political and economic commit-
tees, Schui stuck to his creed, “I will cause trouble!” (“Ich bringe Unrube!”),
preferring confrontation over conversation.%”

At the same time, German consumer mentalities were closely linked to a
specific political environment, the West German consumption regime.®8 But
while historians can hardly examine the contemporary thinking of every sin-
gle consumer, it is important to remember how dense and powerful the net-
work of governmental and non-governmental consumer institutions was at
the beginning 1960s. This consumption regime primarily comprised state and
federal agencies, various state-funded consumer groups, and a large number
of more or less technical committees dealing with issues like labeling, stand-
ardization, and norms. As there was a strong tendency to depoliticize con-
sumer issues, there was no place for strikes. Consumer policy was not to be
pursued in the streets.

German consumers obviously did not feel the urge to demonstrate against
state consumption policy. They appreciated the state-led foundation of the
Stiftung Warentest and were content with the consumer centers’ work, which
provided them with practical advice and knowledge. The state-funded com-
parative product testing institute, in particular, was perceived as an impor-
tant contribution to transparency on the market and as a stronghold against
the persuasions and manipulations of commercial consumer engineers. This
organization, Stiftung Warentest, stands out as an important example or polit-
ical consumer engineering by the state, as its agenda was and still is to exclu-
sively produce and distribute objective and neutral information but not to
intervene directly in the consumers’ behavior as commercial consumer engi-
neers would normally do. Pure information was supposed to function as a
basis for rational consumer choices from which not only personal affluence
but, in the long run, also national economy would benefit through enhanced
competitiveness and higher standards in quality, prices, and innovation.

Contrary to that approach, Schui had demanded that consumers make sac-
rifices in their daily lives for the greater good, that they invest time, energy,
and money, while governmental funding for consumer organizations and
state actions remained negligible. So even if consumers at that time had had
a real chance to participate in a true consumer grassroots movement at the
federal level, it most likely would not have been very attractive from a simple
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cost-benefit point of view. Instead, consumers mostly depended on the state.
Stressing that fact in particular, a German news magazine stated in 1965 that
“moral philosophers are taken aback and grumpy because plain old politics—
whatever one may think of it—has done far more for consumers than they
have in all their years of noble work!”%?

In sum, Hugo Schui was certainly one of these moral philosophers. His
agenda shifted from criticizing merchants for exaggerated prices to fighting
economic state intervention in general. The solutions he had in mind for
“healing” the market evolved from the idea that only organized consumers
had the right and power to change the economy. His emphasis on consumer
countervailing power and boycotts evolved in a distinctly different way from
leading consumer policies and consumer organizations at that time. In this
way, his failure sheds light not only on a single eccentric consumer advocate
but also on the West German consumption regime as a whole. Already in the
1960s, this regime was shaped and fostered primarily by the state. GCA’s
agenda was a direct reaction to how both government and business viewed
consumers: not as political activists, but as consuming economic actors.
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CHAPTER 13

Consumer Engineering by Belgian Consumer
Movements: From Modern Marketing

with a Transnational Touch to Late-Modern
Insecurities, 1957-2000

Giselle Nath

As marketers learned to effectively conjure up dreams and engineers designed
new, more streamlined consumer worlds, how did the conscious and engaged
consumer respond? Was there a backlash from organized consumers who
based their purchases on autonomous reason, rather than skillful persuasion
by advertisers? We know of course that the postwar period gave rise to a
transnational consumer movement that took many nationally distinct forms.
We might assume that these movements, as activist groups and political repre-
sentatives of the consumer, would have delivered the most sustained criticisms
of consumer engineering as wasteful manipulation. That would be jumping
to conclusions, however. Just like products, consumer action and consumer
agency were themselves increasingly promoted and commodified. The com-
parative testing organizations that emerged in Western Europe from the
1950s are a good illustration of this counterintuitive development.

If their purpose was to aid consumers in their consumption
decision-making, these organizations actually betrayed ambivalent atti-
tudes toward mass consumer society in general and modern advertising in
particular. In this, they were children of their time and social environment.
Consumer activist groups relied on the very notions that had kick-started
consumer engineering—more rational compromise between demand and
supply, for example, material prosperity as a valuable social goal. Some of the
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movements even had more in common with the disciplines of design and
marketing than with traditions of social protest. In fact, they shared a com-
mon and remarkable transatlantic history with these disciplines.

The Belgian case is instructive. Two consumer organizations with distinct
political profiles coexisted in Belgium, beginning in 1957 and 1959 respec-
tively, until one of them collapsed in 1984. Each published its own periodical
with the results of product comparison tests and other consumer advice. One
of them was produced by an advertising professional, the other by less edu-
cated, working-class women. The Belgian consumer organizations were no
marginal players. During the sixties, about one in three Belgian households
had a subscription to a consumer advice periodical.! At its height during the
seventies, the higher brow Test-Achats had 300,000 subscribers, which argu-
ably made it the largest middle-class movement in Belgian history. Per capita,
Belgium was in the top seven of subscriptions to comparative testing maga-
zines in 1969, behind the Netherlands and the Scandinavian countries, but
ahead of the United States, West Germany, and France.?

Consumer organizations railed against deceptive advertising practices,
making consumers more conscious of price—quality ratios or pointing out
structural injustices in the market. Yet these selfsame organizations, hybrids
of social movement and commercial publishing house, relied on similar mar-
keting techniques to get their messages across. Their shifting attitudes toward
marketing and commercial survival allow us to observe a form of consumer
engineering that spilled into the social, political, and cultural fields.

Interestingly, one Belgian movement initially rejected “scientific” methods
of promotion, whereas the other thrived with the use of direct mailings, sur-
veys, enticing advertising campaigns, and even the mobilization of peer pres-
sure. While competing in the same market under the same social conditions,
one movement streamlined its entire product, both visually and politically, for
an audience aspiring to affluence and an easy lifestyle. This movement owned
much of its success to a subtle, almost subliminal psychological theme, that to
be a distinctive and distinguished consumer, one had to read rather than pur-
sue collective action.

Yet the methods for recruiting subscribers that Belgian consumer move-
ments employed during the mid-century “modern planning” frenzy ulti-
mately proved insufficient to entice consumers in so-called late modernity,
the phase starting after the seventies, which represented not necessarily a total
rupture with the early years of the Cold War, but rather an intensification
of factors associated with modernity.? The countercultural and often envi-
ronmentally inspired critiques of the late sixties and early seventies harmed
the image of progressiveness that consumer movements had long esteemed.
In an age of attacks on the conformity and wastefulness of mass consumer
society, consumer activists were no longer assumed to be valuable agents of
social reform. Consequently, consumer magazines suddenly found their pre-
carious business model at the mercy of a fickle readership and a fast-changing
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publishing market. They had to look for new strategies to “sell” consumer
activism. By assessing these strategies, this chapter engages with far-reaching
changes in the political economy and social fabric of mature consumer soci-
eties. At the same time, analyzing these strategies helps to historicize “con-
sumer engineering” as a very broad trend, something even pursued by a
rather unusual suspect: critical consumer activists themselves.

ORGANIZING CONSUMERS ACROSS THE ATLANTIC: THE TRANSFER
OF A CHALLENGE

Consumer activist confidence in the viability, even superiority of testing the
technical properties of goods, of evaluating products comparatively, and
of then selling that information through periodicals originated in the
United States. It was first put into practice just before the Great Depression.
Consumer Research Inc (CR), founded in 1929, was the answer of intel-
lectuals and technocratic engineers to a perceived “waste of the consumer’s
dollar.”* But there were other, more radical forms of consumer social mobi-
lization in the United States, including the left-leaning League of Women
Shoppers and the older National League of Consumers. None of these organ-
izations relied on testing as heavily as CR did. The fact that CR originated
among consumer engineers who had taken their testing work for corporations
into the field of activism highlights the extent to which comparative testing
and consumer engineering shared a family history.?

During the 1930s, the intellectual call for reform of the economy led to
a polarization of the U.S. debate on consumer rights. Some attributed the
Great Depression to “underconsumption” and advocated an expanded defini-
tion of the consumer interest. This line of thinking led to the foundation of
the socially progressive Consumers Union (CU) in 1936. Others—most nota-
bly the management of CR—believed that defending the consumer inter-
est had nothing to do with broader social or welfare policies. They defined
consumer education as merely a technical, nonpartisan, and nonpoliti-
cal activity. This point of view was already apparent when one of CR’s lead-
ers went on a crusade against unions in the company and even actively joined
Congressman Martin Dies in the prosecution of so-called subversive con-
sumerist organizations with an alleged “communist bias.”® These efforts cul-
minated in the establishment of the House Committee on Un-American
Activities, which had CU (not coincidentally CR’s biggest competitor) on
its list until 1954. CR ultimately rejected the incorporation of sustained cri-
tique of American consumer capitalism in its evaluation of consumer goods.
Although this attitude could be defended (whether one defines consumer
society in terms of goods rather than social relations is a matter of opinion),
it is much harder to appreciate CR’s technocratic liberalism as truly nonpoliti-
cal, which they claimed it was.” Despite being blacklisted, CU eventually over-
took CR in subscriber numbers. For a few crucial years during the late 1930s,
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CU’s predominantly liberal management of lawyers, doctors, and social workers
from the New York area tried to channel the interests of workers and “under-
privileged” consumers. In the end, however, political pressure and a pervasive
climate of anti-Communism drove them to accept a more cautious, suppos-
edly nonpolitical agenda during and after World War I1.8 Yet CU still broke
new ground abroad. Backed by American Cold War diplomacy, which wanted
to reconstruct European economies in a more demand-driven direction, CU
leader Colston Warne started to spread a so-called Anglo-Saxon model of
organized consumerism to Western Europe during the carly 1950s.” This
resulted in the founding of the Dutch Consumentenbond (1953), the British
Consumers’ Association (1957), the Belgian Test-Achats (1957), and others.

The crux of the whole endeavor was that such consumer organizations
were essentially commercial publishing houses. For instance, Test-Achats pub-
lished the eponymous monthly and bilingual magazine Test- Achats, which
depended on the subscription revenues of their consumer—-members instead
of advertising by businesses.!? In this Anglo-Saxon model of independent,
ostensibly nonpolitical consumerism, there was also little room for coalitions
with trade unions, working-class cooperative movements, or (a more obvious
starting point at the time) women’s organizations, all of which had tradition-
ally taken up consumer and household issues. The tenets of modernization
theory were never absent from the Anglo-Saxon consumer organizers. They
believed that the ideal model of organized consumerism was to be found
in the United States and had to spread in a uniform fashion to other coun-
tries. They also posited that “modern” consumer movements sold “objec-
tive” information to rational-minded men (a predominantly female readership
was not preferred). In practice, the early verbose technical reports could only
appeal to a minority of highly educated, technically literate men.

This framework immediately saddled the newly founded European con-
sumer associations with large problems, particularly because the Americans
never really understood the particularities of their own pluralist and relatively
wealthy society. Outside of the United States, cooperatives, trade unions, and
women’s groups had a claim to social legitimacy and prominence that the edi-
tors of testing magazines could only dream of. Meanwhile, consumer start-
ups faced huge costs. Producing a marketable periodical required trained staff
and a laboratory infrastructure, whereas in the other type of social movement,
mobilizing members was a cheaper, grassroots activity. The social movements
Europeans were accustomed to did not sell a product, they united people.
Finally, unlike for instance the Norwegian, Swedish, and Danish public con-
sumer institutions, some of those following the Anglo-Saxon ideal were not
even interested in policy making or public interventions in the market. They
took inspiration from a rather implicit market-liberalism and preferred making
a private effort at educating what they called the “intelligent” individual.!!
Certain class and gender prejudices were never absent, as when a Belgian con-
sumer magazine published a satirical “Buyer’s Column” on the experiences
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of the down-to-earth breadwinner who buys a new kitchen and finds himself
dismayed at his “incapable and distracted” wife, not to mention the fat and
lazy blue-collar workers who come to install it. Frequently, test results were
narrowly technical research reports on high-brow goods such as whiskeys,
deep fryers, and kitchen scales and available only through an expensive yearly
subscription fee.

In most European societies, a completely independent social move-
ment built on individual membership and magazine sales faced grim pros-
pects. Markets were small (as many workers still lacked significant disposable
income). Civil society was geared toward party politics and public interven-
tion, not providing information. Moreover, companies tended to intimidate
the consumer testers by taking them to court. Even in the well-developed
American consumer society, CU did not start operating from scratch, as it
naively exhorted Europeans to. CU could always rely on influential part-
ners in government, media, and civil society. There was also a tradition of
charities giving grants to liberal causes, not to mention the groundbreak-
ing work by CR, the predecessor of CU. Tellingly, the British Consumers’
Association could not have survived its early years without a large grant from
the American Elmhurst Foundation.!?

Belgian Test-Achats (TA) was founded in 1957 by the advertiser Louis
Darms following close contacts with Colston Warne of CU. TA became
one of the most ardent continental defenders of what it called the “scien-
tific,” “modern,” independent Anglo-Saxon model of consumerism. But it,
too, could not have survived without repeated bailouts and loans from its
American colleagues at CU and the British Consumers’ Association, which
valued the Anglo-Saxon model too much to allow its symbolic defeat.
Nonetheless, unwilling to admit the need for significant outside investment
in its start-up phase, TA consistently claimed that it derived its income only
from paying members, while publicly denying allegation of American support.
However, the organization only reached financial equilibrium in the second
half of the sixties.!® So this mystifying use of the label “Anglo-Saxon” indi-
cates that there was more at stake than simply classifying products with objec-
tive, scientific arguments. By focusing on the private aspect of the movement,
certain comparative testing organizations hoped to make further government
interventions obsolete. TA was one of the most vocal defenders of individ-
ual empowerment in a free consumer market (and Darms’ mind-set showed
eerily close similarities to that of Hugo Schui, discussed by Kevin Rick in this
book). TA prioritized the creation of a more perfect, a more rational and
explicitly globalized market over collective action on behalf of the consum-
er-citizen. In TA’s view, the creation of such a market ultimately depended
not on adequate regulation but on smarter individual choices. In fact, TA
even dismissed the idea of a vulnerable consumer. TA’s form of education
was not geared toward working class; it assumed instead that the consumer
problems of the working class (most notably: lack of purchasing power and
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quality in basic necessities) were already a thing of the past (they were not).
TA valued cheaper free trade over concerns about decent wages or safety
regulations. Additionally, it frequently referred to its “American” or Anglo-
Saxon approach to lend itself a strong rhetorical marker of modernity without
openly discussing its more ambiguous implicit political message (Fig. 13.1).
This somewhat veiled Cold War vision on the political economy was not
always shared by the Americans of CU themselves, who initially championed
the “progressiveness” of Social-Democratic (and explicitly political) consumer
initiatives in the Scandinavian countries.'* But Belgian TA, and to a lesser
extent the Dutch Consumentenbond, the British Consumer Association, and
the consumer-minded bureaucrats flocking to Adenauer in West Germany all
favored a more technocratic, even moralizing approach. They framed social
problems caused by corporate negligence (or, in cases like medicines and cig-
arettes, corporate crime) into the responsibility of the individual, who was
said to buy frivolously and possess insufficient knowledge. Even more impor-
tant, none of these groups favored the more interventionist policies to shape
the market that Social Democrats advocated. When Warne surveyed the
young consumer movements in Europe and reported back to CU, he noted
that the West German model for organized consumerism was an attempt to
forestall “labour encroachment.”!® As for Belgium, TA’s leading managers
were closely connected to the Catholic political establishment. Their faith in
self-improvement under the (patronizing) wings of enlightened experts and
their repeated insistence that governments should not intervene directly but
merely create the conditions under which civil society organized itself were
consistent with a longer tradition in Belgian political Catholicism.!¢ Given the
massive popular support for trade unions, Social Democrats, and welfare poli-
cies in the 1950s, political Catholicism was looking for a way to strengthen its
message. Transatlantic connections, forged in the context of U.S. Cold War
diplomacy, provided a means. After all, Colston Warne received a significant
degree of support and facilitation by the State Department.!” While he him-
self did not favor political Catholicism per se (indeed, he struggled to under-
stand it), he tended to consider consumer organizations linked to the male,
upper-class establishment as more “professional” than other competitors.
Nonetheless, competitors to TA were on the rise. TA’s highly political
and somewhat elitist appropriation of comparative testing soon encountered
opposition. In 1959, two women’s associations within the Belgian Social-
Democratic movement founded the Union Fémine pour I’Information et la
Défense du Consommateurs (UFIDEC). One of these founding groups was
the Cooperative Women’s Guild; all funding (indirectly) came from Social-
Democratic civil society groups such as the Social-Democratic trade union,
the cooperative movement, and the Social-Democratic bank. The most
noticeable difference between TA and UFIDEC was that UFIDEC explic-
itly wanted to be an inclusive social movement for political consumer defense
rather than a company that provided information. UFIDEC’s commitment
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Fig. 13.1 Cover of October 1965 issue of Test Aankoop (the Flemish version of Test
Achats), which contained test results for “electric water kettles” and “caviar and false
caviar.” Emphasizing household technology and luxury products, the cover’s layout
shows the intention to appeal to the “modern consumer.” “Wij lazen voor”: We read
for you. The organization represented by this magazine positioned itself as a service
provider for Belgian shoppers, offering, for example, questions and answers about
product guarantees and after-sales services.

to the working class and to social reform resulted in different priorities (for
instance, proposals for food safety laws), a more popularizing editing style,
more modest international ambitions (unlike TA, UFIDEC did not join
the International Organization of Consumers Unions), as well as a cheaper
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subscription fee. UFIDEC could maintain this cheaper fee only because the
compounded rank-and-file base of several Social-Democratic groups initially
gave it a much larger membership than TA had.

Consumer activists found from early on that forging an activist consumer
subjectivity among the masses was not an easy job, however. The challenge
did not just entail getting Europeans to adopt rational buying habits in the
face of so many new products for sale. It also involved targeting citizens as
consumers and convincing them that this new, social movement was worth
contributing to. In Belgium, for instance, unemployment was a far bigger
concern to average consumers than getting a guide to rationally navigating
affluent society’s consumer choices. Moreover, during the fifties and early six-
ties, the highly educated consumers targeted by testing publications formed
only a small minority of the consumer population at large. For the others,
such a purchase was an unnecessary luxury. Women’s neighborhood networks
and household teachers had until then been the quintessential consumer edu-
cators. People had to get used to this new, more commercial form of con-
sumer education.

Even if export-geared Belgium shared in the European postwar boom,
affluence for all remained a problematic and contentious ideal rather than a
reality. Employers kept stressing wage moderation. After disappointingly low
growth levels in the fifties, economic expansion only really took off during
the sixties. Some cars entered everyday life in the fifties, homeownership
was increasing, and the 1958 Brussels World Fair symbolized the commer-
cial dream worlds of mass consumption. Yet the middle-class consumer
standard long remained a rather thin veneer on a society with significant
inequalities. Belgian mass consumer society excluded some social groups.
Outsiders included working-class Belgians in the fifties; single mothers, pen-
sioners, and blue-collar workers in the late sixties; and migrant laborers and
welfare recipients in the seventies and eighties. The “consumer” problems
faced by such groups sparked continual debates on the shortcomings of the
welfare state.

The consumer movements played a rather marginal role in these core
debates on welfare and the role of the state. This was partly because the
political arena was already crowded with more established interest groups.
Additionally, consumer movements had a hard time convincing their rank-
and-file that they belonged in that scene. The political goals of a would-be
nonpolitical social movement remained ill-defined. Could the often ambi-
tious, technocratic movement “entrepreneurs” claiming to represent
everybody be taken seriously?!® Would women be allowed to discuss mac-
roeconomic policy? During the entire Cold War, political leaders, trade
unions, and academic experts in social policy remained the primary partici-
pants in debates about welfare, wages, and the market. In the early postwar
decades, the consumer movements had more modest tasks to deal with:
ensuring the survival of their organization and producing content for their
publications.
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To accomplish these goals, ironically, they themselves increasingly needed
to communicate their market value and brand to consumers. As a project of
female, working-class social activists, UFIDEC had distinct disadvantages
compared to TA. The latter was founded by a trained and experienced adver-
tiser who could count on a wide circle of academic acquaintances and estab-
lishment groups. As time passed, these very different attitudes to marketing
and resource mobilization made for very different trajectories.

RECRUITING RANK-AND-FILE IN THE FIFTIES AND SIXTIES

One of the most conspicuous elements of TA’s “marketing mix” was a
product with a glamorous look and feel, especially compared to UFIDEC.
TA offered a magazine printed on glossy paper, with witty features and lots
of pictures that tapped into the optimistic zeitgeist of the golden sixties.
UFIDEC, by contrast, used simple drawings and the occasional picture of a
housewife. Nonetheless, Gilbert Castelain, lifelong director of TA, suggested
in hindsight that “when you look at our first issues, they were not fun at all...
If one took a subscription to that horrible thing, it was based on convic-
tion.”!? Notwithstanding its pretty packaging, TA’s content was below stand-
ard during its first years due to a lack of members and correspondingly low
funds. The first issues did not even offer a “best buy” recommendation but
instead went into detailed technical explanations.??

To promote its organization, TA pioneered a number of marketing
approaches that were somewhat alien to working-class strategies for social
mobilization. It combined large-scale direct mailing with elite recruitment,
and it convinced readers to recruit their peers by offering material incentives
(“buy a subscription, get a gift”). But unlike the consumer cooperative tra-
dition, which was very strong in Belgium, membership in TA conferred no
sense of ownership. The incentives were based on immediate gratification and
material profit, which UFIDEC objected to on principle.

Direct mailing, at the time a rather novel way to target customers based
on sociographic segmentation and psychological profiling, was something
TA picked up through seminars in Canada and the United States, and from
the British editor of Readers Digest. But even if this “innovative” strategy
seemed like an instant winner, the first attempts yielded embarrassing results.
A campaign aimed at 3000 architects resulted in thirty-five new subscriptions;
one that targeted 1022 pharmacists brought in eight. Such results could
not cover the investment, and TA actually lost money on these new mem-
bers.2! What made the difference in the long term was not the use of novel
transnational techniques per se but the alliance TA made with the Christian-
Democratic trade union and women’s associations. With a large database of
addresses gathered on the basis of political loyalty instead of market value,
promotional mailings really started to pay oft for TA. Because the Catholic
and Christian-Democratic movement dominated Belgian civil society and
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politics numerically (especially in the northern part of the country), this
coalition amplified TA’s reach tremendously. TA also adapted its message to
the new audience. Unlike in its first promotional campaigns, TA’s message to
Christian-Democratic popular associations stressed not its usefulness in help-
ing consumers save money (as in the more elitist message to the architects)
but instead focused on the consumer cause as a valuable form of social activ-
ism. TA argued for the first time that organizing consumers was a matter of
social justice.??

Through their networks, the professionals and academics in TA’s manage-
ment had more favorable opportunities for elite recruitment than UFIDEC
did. High-ranking influential professionals (most notably the Association of
Female Journalists, household education teachers, and even officials in gov-
ernment and the army) assured favorable exposure among the audiences that
really mattered. TA was furthermore promoted in Rotary Clubs, at YMCAs,
and at the high-brow club Touring Assistance for car owners.?? Elite recruit-
ment offered strategic, rather than numerical advantages. Elites could be
hired to do further promotion in what advertiser and founder Louis Darms
of TA called an autonomous or even “contagious” fashion. For instance, if
TA made itself known among female journalists, these could spread the news
and multiply readership without TA having to make further efforts. People or
institutions with money further alleviated the costs of promotion. In 1961,
TA reached an agreement with the Kredietbank to offer TA’s magazine to its
male and married staff at a reduced price. The bank effectively compensated
TA for the discount.?* Finally, TA created a high-brow and desirable image.
To read TA was to aspire to no longer be working class, to no longer worry
about bread-and-butter issues.

A final strategy was peer-to-peer recruitment. TA repeatedly launched cam-
paigns with imaginative names such as Opération 1-2-3 (a 1962 campaign
that urged readers to recruit one friend, one colleague, and one family mem-
ber), Objective 64 (1964) and Tache d’huile (literally, Oil Stain, 1966).25
The Objective 64 campaign urged readers to convince one new member
every month; it led to an exasperated readers’ letters from a member who felt
pressured by these demands. Such campaigns, modern though they looked,
in fact mirrored the quasi-artisanal, community-based efforts made by
UFIDEC militants. The latter lectured at workplaces, mobilized women’s or
Social-Democratic neighborhood clubs, hosted plays, and even set up raffles
during community events. What distinguished TA from UFIDEC was that it
gradually began to award its members for these efforts with rather expensive
material gifts for high-brow tertiary workers, such as leather pocket calendars
and watches.?®

Even in distribution and price-setting, TA demonstrated that it had paid
attention to the latest insights into what it considered to be modern con-
sumer engineering (as opposed to what it saw as vulgar, old-fashioned col-
lective action by “les classes popuinires”). The leisure-oriented, middle-class
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character of TA was underscored by a first promotional campaign near the
office of tourism at the Belgian coast.?” And by the time UFIDEC lowered its
subscription fee even further to 20 Belgian Francs a year, TA reacted to this
potential death blow by “risking everything”; it raised its own subscription
fee to 150 (later 200) Belgian Francs. Castelain recounted,

this perhaps astonishing reaction was based on two realities. First of all the real-
ity of marketing, because the public is a priori more favorable towards expensive
products, which it tacitly considers to be superior. Secondly the logic of num-
bers [of subscriptions]. TA did not have the means to follow UFIDEC in a price
battle. They were subsidized by the socialist cooperative movement, we were
subsidized by nobody!?8

Underpinning these different approaches to recruitment were convictions
about the identity and agency of consumers. TA needed as many subscrib-
ers as possible so it quickly became an interest group run like a business.
Transatlantic exchanges played an interesting role in this respect. Castelain
claimed that he traveled to the United States “every three or four years” and
learned there to manage TA like a company (although CU’s way of operat-
ing differed significantly from that of TA and CU’s records show only one
attempted visit by Castelain).? Interestingly, TA’s initial underdog position
entrenched a zero-sum game mentality. For instance, it “hijacked” Ralph
Nader for an exclusive press conference, whereas the original plan had been
for all Belgian consumer-minded organizations to join forces in hosting
the famous American consumer activist.3? TA’s main goal was of course to
enhance its reputation among potential subscribers.

UFIDEC meanwhile believed its readers should and could balance
their private consumer demands with their social responsibilities as Social-
Democratic citizens. It spoke to prospective activists and financially badly
pinched housewives rather than anonymous buyers intent on saving money.
Although UFIDEC considered the work of CU and the British Consumers
Association valuable, its management was much less inclined to adopt
everything “American” as modern or superior. Its board suggested that
the so-called Anglo-Saxon organizations had reduced publishing to an end
in itself instead of a means to an end.3! UFIDEC also opposed slick adver-
tising on principle. That TA capitalized on the same attitudes it tried to
dissuade its audience from following blindly (think of the gifts, the psycho-
logically targeted messages, and the visual communication) was considered
bad practice by UFIDEC. With the moralizing social policies of Catholic
origin still in its memory, the Social-Democratic UFIDEC also stressed
that consumers needed to learn to think for themselves. A critical con-
sumer attitude was worth more than any buying recommendation. In con-
trast to TA’s designation of an ultimate best deal, or Maitre- Achat, among
the products tested, UFIDEC stressed individual differentiation (because not
every consumer valued the same criteria) and critical consumer awareness:
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“[TA’s] ready-made opinions on consumer problems disempower the con-
sumer and take away their responsibilities.”3? Although the UFIDEC antici-
pated market segmentation in theory, it did not use these insights into brand
itself better. It just stubbornly and steadily continued its work of testing prod-
ucts, suggesting legislation, and answering reader complaints. UFIDEC’s
self-proclaimed goal was not selling as much as possible (although impor-
tant in practice) but informing critical consumers about strategies for a safer
marketplace.

To characterize TA’s approach as the more professional one or to clas-
sify UFIDEC as traditional and drab would ignore important structural fac-
tors relating to class, gender, and identity construction. The two Belgian
consumer movements were actually operating in different social universes,
which led them to employ different cultural codes. From the perspective of
UFIDEC, TA had sold out to commercialism and its behavior was unwor-
thy of a true consumer movement. TA’s reliance on gadgets for subscrib-
ers allegedly made it too docile toward the companies whom it needed to
obtain such gadgets. UFIDEC consistently claimed to be the more ethical,
credible alternative: “How can a consumer organization use tactics which
it opposes on principle?”3? UFIDEC furthermore objected to TA’s sen-
sationalism and its aggressive, one-dimensional framing of complex social
problems. Seen from a business perspective, however, media scoops were
essential. TA got in the habit of not openly referring to or criticizing its
“competitor,” although it clearly felt more comfortable with the laws of
the commercial jungle. It channeled its profits into expanding the organi-
zation, hiring trained specialists, and setting up new activities. By the early
seventies, TA could call itself the bigger and more dynamic consumer
movement.

Nonetheless, the success of TA’s form of consumer engineering owed just
as much to the changing social fabric of the emerging mass consumer society
as it did to marketing skills. TA exploited obvious desires for social distinc-
tion. Its focus on rationality and social status (exemplified by their subscrib-
ers’ ability to obtain state-of-the-art products without loosening the purse
strings too much) attracted those who wished to distinguish themselves from
the “political” or “militant” attitudes of working-class politics, while clearly
also not really belonging to the most prosperous social groups.?* TA’s mag-
azine reflected the spending patterns and even the moderate-to-conservative
political opinions of an expanding middle class.3® Its concerns also fitted a
society that was rethinking its very foundations after two painful occupa-
tions during the world wars. Both occupations had seen steep rises in ine-
quality, material deprivation for broad segments of the population, and fears
of destabilization and chaos among the elites. The interwar years only saw
further erosion of savings as well as the intensification of social conflicts.
After World War II, the Keynesian-Fordist compromise for regulation prom-
ised higher wages but at the same time called for efficient spending of these
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wages to avoid the “excessive” pay increases that employers still vigorously
objected to. So the things that TA communicated about (status, security
through material possessions, mass consumers with considerable discretion-
ary income and individual strategies of improvement) were topical to say
the least.

The Belgian welfare state also further institutionalized a model of male
breadwinners and female housekeepers.3® This development implied both for-
mal and emotional recognition of domesticity as a desirable social goal for
both sexes, not just one. Whereas consumer education during the first half of
the twentieth century was entirely focused on women and scarcity, post-1945
consumer magazines attracted men with articles on “luxuries” and consumer
durables such as lawn mowers, cars, and television sets. They used not the
language of housekeeping but that of technical expertise.

Considering Vance Packard’s perspective on “waste making,” it is note-
worthy that more exacting standards for private domesticity silently accom-
panied this trend. During the 1950s, working-class organizations in France
advocated obtaining a shared washing machine. In the following decades,
consumer needs became increasingly privatized and possession—not use—
became the standard solution. The products of cooperatives were seen as
low-brow, while colorful labels and new products consistently referred to
consumers’ unconscious desires and fears. One suddenly had to fashion an
identity through products and procure every good for oneself. As one “sci-
entific” consumer advice piece stated in Belgium, “a sandbox in the backyard
is better for children than a crowded beach.”®” The mid-century prestige
of technocracy, especially the authority of the exact sciences, played a deci-
sive role here too. The gaze of the engineer trumped the perspective of the
socially concerned housewife.

Consumer organizations surely responded to a genuine need for informa-
tion on new products, technologies, and services that the mass of European
consumers was unaccustomed to. But the boom of consumer organiza-
tions also owed a lot to political and business attempts to restore and sta-
bilize “everyday” life after the chaotic first half of the twentieth century.
Both Belgian consumer movements—both organizations and their subscrib-
ers—were in a sense direct, complementary responses by civil society to con-
sumer engineering as mid-century social engineering. But they did not agree
on the extent to which a consumer protection organization could itself use
consumer engineering, meaning a set of methods for marketing and adver-
tising. As for the critique of planned obsolescence and corporate manipu-
lation, there was actually surprisingly little difference between the market
liberal and Social-Democratic Belgian consumer movements. UFIDEC might
have been more on guard ideologically, more willing to criticize consumer
society, but TA needed scoops and spectacular findings. Neither move-
ment was afraid to tell companies some hard truths about low-quality
products.
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Livits TO GROWTH (1973-2000): LATE-MODERN INSECURITIES

With the indispensable support of foreign partners, Christian-Democratic
organizations, and social elites, TA’s strategic advantage in terms of market-
ing ensured it a critical number of subscribers. From the late sixties, this set
a self-sustaining cycle in motion, as new members provided additional reve-
nues, which could in turn be used to advertise TA to potential members. At
its peak in the seventies, TA had a dazzling 300,000 subscriptions. Despite
structural underfinancing, UFIDEC peaked at about 200,000 members. But
UFIDEC’s membership began to dwindle earlier than TA’s did.3® Compared
to mass movements like the Christian-Democratic and Social-Democratic
trade unions (both with almost a million members in 1971), consumer move-
ments were of course still midgets. But considering that the average circula-
tion of a Belgian newspaper in 1980 was 87,300 copies and that the political
scientist Paul Claeys estimated that one in three household units in Belgium
received some consumer advice periodical in the seventies, consumer periodi-
cals were indeed popular.?”

If the spectacular growth of consumer organizations owed much to a
mid-century belief in technocracy and modernity as self-evident categories,
this growth was seriously undermined by a number of social contradictions
and tensions during the period of late modernity. The energy crises of 1973
and 1979 are often taken as the symbolic starting points of this period, which
can be differentiated from “organized” or “high” modernity by increased
individualization, globalization, and complexity, not to mention fundamental
changes in the Belgian economy (most notably, abandoning full-employment
policies, instead focusing on inflation and budgetary orthodoxy). The con-
sumer movements, products of the Keynesian-Fordist compromise, now faced
a difficult situation. Their sales started collapsing dramatically after the energy
crisis and the ensuing period of austerity and unemployment in Belgium,
part of a structural phenomenon that threatened all private consumer move-
ments in the West.* Between 1981 and 1984, TA lost nearly 15% of its
members. Alarmed by the signs, but unwilling to make more investments,
Belgian Social Democracy abruptly sacrificed UFIDEC in 1984, halting its
funding.*!

At first, this crisis led movements of the Anglo-Saxon type to invest in
even more sophisticated branding. But by the nineties, more fundamental
analyses were made with regard to private, independent comparative testing
as a sound business model.*?> The test itself lost its legitimacy even among
those most convinced of its value. Consumer activists also noticed that pub-
lic efforts for consumer protection were becoming more prevalent. Whereas
during the fifties the British, Dutch, and Belgian consumer organizations
exhorted each other to start testing even the most insignificant objects (the
example of matches was given) as quickly as possible, TA admitted by the
late nineties that “a test of ballpoint pens seems completely nonsensical now-
adays.”*3 The typical techniques of marketing (one) affluent lifestyle to the
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general public—techniques that had guaranteed success during the sixties
and early seventies—no longer seemed to work as segmentation became the
name of the game. Readership declined, and the magazines came to seem
old-fashioned. What were the causes and how did the consumer activists
involved in them reflect on what happened?

Consumer movements had built their success on a generational cohort that
was disappearing. Lifelong, loyal subscribers of UFIDEC and TA passed away
in the eighties. In the case of UFIDEC, the inability to rejuvenate was espe-
cially marked, not just among rank-and-file members but even in the lead-
ership of the organization itself. The second wave of feminism had severed
the a priori connection between women and the household, thereby rerout-
ing women’s activism toward other goals. To a lesser extent, the countercul-
tural reaction against mass consumer society made it difficult for traditional
consumer movements to connect with younger generations. As fair trade
activism, small-scale organic production, the squatter movement, boycotts
of South African oranges (supported from early on by Social-Democratic
women), and other forms of protest gained momentum, regarding prod-
uct quality as the alpha and omega of consumer awareness became an
anachronism.

Yet looking at generations is a somewhat tautological explanation for
change. Down to the present day, the countercultural consumer movements
form a niche—they are merely a sliver of the mass market on which compar-
ative testing organizations built their success. Countercultural consciousness
affected TA’s growth potential somewhat, but not its growth per se. Were
there in fact more inherent factors that undermined the sale and distribution
of comparative testing results?

Organized consumerism offered information. And by the eighties, their
product was in fact unattractive on a number of levels. Test results from a lab-
oratory were often less conclusive than they were made to appear. The inter-
pretation of results was complex and often entailed more normative values
than management wished to admit. Methods of analysis were not always up to
date—as innovation speeds up, today’s technical knowledge is surpassed tomor-
row.** More complicated and relevant analyses (for example, on the long-term
effects of certain additives) required longitudinal scientific studies, which con-
sumer movements—even the mighty American CU—could not afford.*®
Consumer organizations also did very little research on durability and sustain-
able production, especially compared to more obvious or superficial parame-
ters.*0 Additionally, their format was not particularly user-friendly. Before
the Internet allowed consumer movements to set up database-like Web sites,
readers who truly wanted to make informed everyday purchases had to col-
lect all issues and hope that the editor’s selections would cater to their needs.
Testing projects sometimes took over a year to complete.*” With fast changes
in product lines, TA’s subscribers sometimes felt embarrassed for demand-
ing outdated products in the shop.*® It should thus not surprise us that few
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bought into a luxury item that often did not give them much practical advice,
especially in times of austerity.

Economic factors also contributed to the decline of product testing. The
market for the industrial, mass-produced consumables upon which compara-
tive testing had been founded had reached some degree of maturity. During
the eighties, many products had been subjected to qualitative standardization
or had been made safe—in many cases due to (international) legislation—to
the extent that repeated testing cycles became redundant.*® In a few other
cases, the mass market in fact offered nothing but substandard quality. In
these latter cases, consumer magazines of the Anglo-Saxon type had little con-
structive advice to give since they did not advocate any control over produc-
tion. They were simply dealing with the market as it was, not as it could or
should have been. Because the magazines catered to a general mass audience,
referring to more expensive niche markets was not an easy option either.>°

Moreover, service sector spending (ranging from doctors to insurance and
plumbers) began to form a more significant expenditure item, while com-
parative testing organizations claimed that these were more difficult to test.
A final economic difficulty was increasingly intense competition in the infor-
mation market. Consumer advice had become a successful template, offered
by the general media, on television, in specialized outlets (for instance, pro-
fessional wine catalogs), and later through peer groups on the Internet,
“advertorials” and so on. Consumer magazines no longer had a monopoly on
their core activity.

The social factors that private comparative testing organizations identified
as working to their detriment are even more revealing. During the nineties,
TA and the Dutch Consumentenbond suggested privately that postmod-
ern shoppers were suffering from information overload and time pressure.
Modern-day consumers had allegedly become less prepared to invest time in
the shopping process than their predecessors had been.?! This seems to indi-
cate that domesticity and informed spending (especially when simple products
are involved) had lost much of their social legitimacy. One obvious contrib-
uting factor was the rise of the two-income household, with rising time pres-
sure. Additionally, it might be the case that many former luxuries had become
simple basics to which consumers give little thought. Do we want to read
about vacuum cleaners, or should we spent time finding a fitting retirement
plan? Another tentative possibility is that advertisers restored their image of
corporate reliability, which had been contested more intensively during the
radical seventies.

Interestingly, as the state let go of Keynesian or Fordist economic planning
policies in the seventies and beyond, individuals seem to have let go of the
ideal of an organized household as well.>? They increasingly began to expect
hard action and legal victories from consumer movements. The global popu-
larity of Ralph Nader (who was much more combative than the comparative
testing movement) is a case in point. Consumer movements found that their
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(often depressing) media scoops earned them less loyalty than fighting for a
convincing regulatory framework. During the seventies, Belgian consumers
actually began to complain that the producers of consumer information “did
nothing for them, except lie and manipulate.”53

At the same time, consumers showed less tolerance for the some-
what patronizing tone adopted in the fifties and sixties by the technocrats
engaged in comparative testing. One of TA’s lifelong staff members claimed
that prominent technological disasters of the era such as Bhopal (an indus-
trial accident in India that caused massive chemical pollution in 1984) and
Chernobyl (the nuclear accident in Ukraine that was labeled a level seven
event on the International Nuclear and Radiological Event Scale) had under-
cut the ideological prestige of the exact sciences.

On a more basic level, Belgian comparative testers began to ask them-
selves during the nineties how they could sell consumer advice to a “genera-
tion of potentially unemployed.” As labor became increasingly precarious and
full-employment policies were sacrificed for monetarist ones, consumer move-
ments felt the consequences. According to Jacques Neirynck of TA, people
no longer looked to consumer periodicals to tell them how to spend their
money (which they like to do for themselves), but rather for how to partici-
pate most efficiently in a “savings society.” This explains the relative and con-
tinuing success of one of TA’s side businesses, magazines offering financial
and legal advice.>* Additionally, some pointed out that “one-parent families,
migrant families and a growing group of pensioners” meant less uniform,
even contradictory demands for information.’® The surprising conclusion
might be that postwar advice for the mass consumer, including even the selec-
tion of products and their appraisal, thrived on uniformity rather than on the
far-reaching individualization of late modernity.

But the issue was not consumer spending per se, which still enjoys higher
levels today than in the seventies. Rather, consumers value different things
now, and consumer movements operate in a different kind of society. While
income has risen since the seventies and eighties, in some ways consumers
now live more precarious lives. Consider, for instance, that during the nine-
ties divorce rates rose sharply along with the prices of property. The fact
that policies of the Belgian government in the late eighties stimulated share-
holdership and participation in pension funds explain why TA’s laboratory
equipment for dishwashers became less essential than its unit on financial
investments. The model of commercial comparative testing was now operat-
ing in a very different institutional setting.

SAVING CONSUMER-OWNED COMPARATIVE TESTING?

Some of those involved in comparative testing have admitted privately that
perhaps the testing format itself could or should be abandoned. But few
organizations liquidate themselves voluntarily. Representatives of what used
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to be called the “independent” Anglo-Saxon model of consumerism are now
effectively private organizations who identify as nonprofits but which need to
survive commercially to keep up their non-profitable activities. These activ-
ities, mainly advocacy and lobbying, are the ones that their audience really
expects from them. The magazine publishers had to reinvent themselves as
they could no longer rely on their status-enhancing image.®® To compensate
for a more fickle audience, TA tried to optimize its existing marketing strate-
gies already during the early eighties. Rather than asking for a full yearly fee,
TA invited its members to make automatic monthly payments. Such inter-
ventions aimed at lessening the psychological resistance of consumers to
spending their money on subscriptions.>” Some consumer movements started
selling issues at newspaper stands too.

A better or more enticing version of the same, however, could not change
the tide. In the context of the late-modern insecurities discussed, the capi-
tal-intensive model of comparative testing did not seem to offer enough value
for money to sustain itself through member revenue only. Consumer move-
ments in the West reacted to this development in different ways, and their
efforts continue to be innovative and interesting. From the perspective of this
volume, their most interesting strategy was the shift from doing “consumer
engineering” in the name of consumer defense to becoming more all-round
service providers. During the nineties, the Belgian consumer movement con-
sidered providing services to other businesses (B2B), a valuable form of addi-
tional income. Such activities would have been seen as a complete betrayal
during the fifties, sixties, and seventies. Nonetheless, TA proposed to pro-
duce content for other publishers or to participate in small public research
projects.58

Even more remarkably, some consumer organizations have increasingly
invested in loyalty schemes, through which they offer consumers not just
information but also sustained material advantages and discounts. TA has had
a call center and legal advice service since the late eighties, but during the
nineties it actually planned to offer a versatile TA credit card, much like the
British CA had done before them. Because of the sensitivity of the matter
(consumer defense and stimulating indebtedness do not rhyme), the credit
card scheme was eventually abandoned. But members of TA could until fairly
recently still access a host of advantages, cheaper rates, and even accounts
with beneficial interest rates that ordinary consumers could not earn.®
Because this shift toward becoming a “service club” amounts to a coopera-
tion with business that gives TA a stake in a commercial partnership, it has
been criticized by insiders and outsiders alike. Tellingly, the idea of coopera-
tives, which have recently been rediscovered as an inclusive, valuable tool for
social change, had been completely discarded by TA’s founders, who consist-
ently favored the high-brow idea of a commercial “service club.”®?

Although the available documents suggest that the Belgian con-
sumer movements protected the balance in favor of consumer interests
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(for instance by selecting only the most consumer-friendly business part-
ners), this strategy has significantly blurred the social movement dimension
that consumer unions have historically always manifested. In 1980, TA even
went to trial over the matter and claimed that certain of its marketing prac-
tices could not be condemned by the law on commercial practices since “the
objective [of TA] is not to sell subscriptions, it is to unify and defend con-
sumers.”®! This was in clear contrast to decades of earlier statements, which
had claimed that TA was not a political movement like the Social-Democratic
UFIDEC. In other words, when it came to marketing, TA claimed it was not
an impartial company but an activist social movement. When it came to poli-
tics, however, it claimed the reverse.

This mix of interest group and company has historically lain at the core
of postwar organized consumerism. TA’s strategies to replace the old forms
of “consumer engineering” made for a more confused, less secure situation
because it laid itself open to charges that it was in the pocket of producers.

CONCLUSION

This chapter outlines the historical conditions under which a technocratic,
commodified version of consumer activism arose in postwar Belgium. It also
traces how these consumer movements have used consumer tests to engi-
neer—or anticipate—consumer preferences for their own institutional sur-
vival. Yet comparative testing was not just a scientific project that harnessed
engineering and “objectivity” to guide the masses. Instead, the Anglo-Saxon
approach to consumer activism was based on partisan political motivations.
Moreover, consumer organizations like TA dismissed any ethical objections
to new marketing practices such as direct mailing, subscriptions with premi-
ums, and psychological approaches to advertising its “product.” Its compet-
itor UFIDEC, on the other hand, protected the balance between pursuing
sales and stimulating social mobilization more rigidly. Their less aggressive
marketing stance and a lack of investments made UFIDEC the more vul-
nerable consumer movement, leading to its liquidation in 1984. But these
outcomes should not just be analyzed in terms of professionalization. What
appears at first sight as the result of professionalization and dynamism in
fact owed much to certain cultural codes bounded by class and gender and
embedded within transnational networks of knowledge exchange. Moreover,
TA’s approach to consumer engineering only worked so well because of a
specific configuration of social and political forces. There was, for instance,
the buildup of a welfare state in a Keynesian-Fordist political economy, the
importance of social distinction through domesticity, the breadwinner—house-
keeper model, and the belief that the exact sciences provided the most objec-
tive criteria for good ways of consuming. The technocrats of TA actively
claimed to be the sole consumer experts in Belgium, using their “American-
style” model to reinforce their authority.
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When comparative testing organizations faced challenges during the
eighties and nineties, it turned out that their market value was essentially
related to social and historical forces more than any intrinsic value of their
“product.” It became clear that a social movement for consumers could not
simply be reduced to a product, even if it relied on some of the established
corporate recipes to survive. TA’s ambivalent attitude toward its own goals was
often criticized, and the 1980 court trial shows that the organization relied on
some degree of doublespeak. Today, TA has to compete with NGOs and inter-
est groups that do not sell but rather rally enthusiasm for social causes.

The transition toward a more changeable or fluid society undermined
the conditions under which comparative testing had thrived. A host of eco-
nomic and social factors made testing magazines (the technocratic, objec-
tive, and “modern” approach for consumer protection) seemingly obsolete
for younger generations. Organizing consumers today requires more social
efforts and political expertise than during the sixties, when it was seemingly
a matter of hiring an engineer and testing six cars. Yet if Belgian-organized
consumerism adopted new strategies during the nineties, this was not because
of ideological or reflective discussion about its goals and future. Rather, the
organization was not able to conceptualize a place for organized consumerism
outside of the market.

Combining social reform with commodification hence entailed some risks
because it endangered the activism as soon as sales dropped. One could also
criticize how only a specific, well-oft audience could truly participate in this
form of activism. Most consumer associations were able to walk a reasona-
ble middle ground as long as their membership was on the rise. But as the
economy began to globalize, so did consumer risks. Here again, the trans-
formation into a commercialized service provider presented risks. Interest
groups that defended something of a public (or general) interest had their
own specific appeal. But the new strategy of offering individual premiums
and discounts could strip consumerism even more of ideological richness and
an inclusive social message. How a general publication like that of TA could
compete with ever faster flows of (free) information without reminding read-
ers of its postwar ideals and its potential for social change remains unclear.
The days of organized consumerism as a mass movement and as a counter-
vailing political force were, if not numbered, then at least uncertain.

Finally, the Belgian case illustrates that consumer engineering was not a
straightforward game of easy manipulation. The supply side (in this case TA)
was caught in an intense fight for an ever elusive demand side (the Belgian
population). Rather than creating consumers, comparative testing organiza-
tions had to investigate the everyday lives of their readers and guess the extent
to which their product matched the wishes of this audience. There were fail-
ures (such as TA’s first efforts at direct mailing) and alternative approaches
(like the social movement perspective adopted by UFIDEC). During the six-
ties, TA used social status and conformity, whereas UFIDEC stressed social
commitment. During the late eighties, things were no longer as clear-cut.
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An organization like TA has in fact created an important, even
performative reality. TA’s perennial focus on value for money for the individ-
ual shopper was not at all a widespread concern in Belgian society when the
organization first started publishing in the late fifties. TA was able to produce
a more critical consumer (for instance when it asked local governments to
extend their opening hours®?), even if it sometimes divorced production too
rigidly from the overall political system (for instance, when Gilbert Castelain
claimed that TA would never dissuade people from investing in South African
gold mines despite Apartheid®®). But as TA had to convince the so-called Gen
Xers and millennials of its value, its own conceptualization of the consumer
interest backfired somewhat. From that perspective, as well, TA’s version of
consumer engineering was only a transitory phenomenon.
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