


A  N E W  B RA N D  O F  B U S I N E S S





A New Brand 
of 

Business

Charles Coolidge Parlin, 
Curtis Publishing Company, and the 

Origins of Market Research

Douglas  B.  Ward

T E M P L E  U N I V E R S I T Y  P R E S S

Phi ladelphia



TEMPLE UNIVERSITY PRESS
1601 North Broad Street
Philadelphia PA 19122
www.temple.edu/tempress

Copyright © 2010 by Temple University
All rights reserved
Published 2010

Printed in the United States of America

 The paper used in this publication meets the requirements of the American 
National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for 

Printed Library Materials, ANSI Z39.48-1992

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Ward, Douglas B., 1961–
A new brand of business : Charles Coolidge Parlin, Curtis Publishing Company, 

and the origins of market research / Douglas B. Ward.
p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-1-4399-0015-4 (cloth : alk. paper)

1. Marketing research—United States—History. 2. Parlin, Charles C. 
(Charles Coolidge), 1872–1942. 3. Curtis Publishing Company. I. Title.

HF5415.2.W29 2009
658.8'3—dc22  2008047856

2 4 6 8 9 7 5 3 1



Contents

Acknowledgments vii

Introduction 1

1 A New Era of Business 16

2 An Unlikely Leader 40

3 What Was Commercial Research? 58

4 Winning over the Skeptics 76

5 Barbarians, Farmers, and Consumers 91

6 Readers as Consumers 115

7 Chasing the Consumer, Protecting the Company 141

8 The Legacy of Commercial Research 168

Epilogue 183

Notes 185

Index 221





Acknowledgments

 I owe enormous thanks to many people who have helped make 
this book possible. First on the list is Maurine Beasley, who over-
saw the dissertation from which this book emerged. She prodded, 

questioned, guided, and listened until I satisfi ed her skepticism. Her 
persistent but haunting “Why do we care?” burns in my ears every 
time I work through a research project. I am also grateful to Gene 
Roberts, Jim Gilbert, Doug Gomery, and the late Michael Gurevitch 
for their reading of an earlier version of this manuscript and for their 
encouragement in turning it into a book.

I extend many thanks to John Pollack, Nancy Shawcross, Lynne 
Farrington, and the numerous staff members and student assistants 
in the Rare Book and Manuscript Library of the University of Penn-
sylvania Library. Their gracious assistance and enthusiasm for their 
collections make the sixth fl oor of Van Pelt Library one of my favor-
ite places to work. All of the photographs and illustrations in this book 
come from the Curtis Publishing Company Records housed in the 
Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Penn, and I offer my apprecia-
tion to the library for permission to publish them. Thank you, Nancy, 
for all your work in scanning the images. Special thanks also go to 



Maggie Kruesi, now at the Library of Congress, who catalogued 
the Curtis Publishing Company Papers at Penn. Her early assistance 
was invaluable, and her careful work on the Curtis collection paved 
the way for my research. In addition, I am grateful to the staff of the 
Curtis Publishing archives in Indianapolis for access to the collection 
there, and to the staff of the John W. Hartman Center for Sales, 
Advertising and Marketing History at Duke University for their 
assistance in my visit there.

My wife, Juli Warren-Ward, has been supportive and patient 
throughout this project, as have my twin sons, Isaac and Ethan. 
Their curiosity about the project helped lighten the load, as did their 
perplexed queries of “Aren’t you done with Curtis Publishing Com-
pany yet?” Well, I am, at least for now.

Lynne Frost provided an expert hand in shepherding this book 
through the production process, and Chel Avery polished the rough 
edges and asked just the right questions in her copy editing.

I appreciate the support of the Offi ce of Research and Graduate 
Studies at the University of Kansas for providing a New Faculty 
General Research Fund grant, which helped me complete work on 
this book. And, fi nally, I thank the staff members of Interlibrary Loan 
at KU. Their expertise and persistence make them the unsung heroes 
of this and so many other research projects.

v i i i  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



A  N E W  B RA N D  O F  B U S I N E S S





Introduction

Charles Coolidge Parlin gathered the notes for his speech, 
strode to the lectern, and looked out at the crowd of col-
leagues who had gathered in his honor. Three hundred 

fi fty people from businesses and universities across the country had 
crowded into the Benjamin Franklin Hotel in Philadelphia that 
night—June 5, 1936—to pay tribute to the man they considered the 
founder of market research. Parlin, the manager of the Division of 
Commercial Research for Curtis Publishing Company since 1911, 
was hailed that evening as a visionary, a pioneer, an originator of 
the concepts and ideas of market research. Frank R. Coutant, presi-
dent of the American Marketing Society, called Parlin “the daddy 
of all marketing research, whom we all recognize as the man who 
gave us most of the principles on which we work.” Joseph H. Wil-
lits, dean of the Wharton School of Finance and Commerce at the 
University of Pennsylvania, led the group in toasting the man with 
the “penetrating mind” and the “prophetic insight.” And Walter 
Fuller, president of Curtis Publishing Company, said that Parlin’s 
work “has grown in reputation, it has grown in importance, and it 
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has grown in the respect and appreciation of our company. That 
could not happen . . . if the results had not been very great.”1

The accolades had not always fl owed so freely. When Parlin 
began his work at Curtis Publishing, he was greeted with skepticism 
by many inside and outside the company. His mission was vague. 
Cyrus H. K. Curtis, the founder and longtime president of the 
company that bore his name, had given Parlin freedom to decide 
what needed to be studied and how he should go about his work, 
just as he had his fabled editors, Edward Bok of the Ladies’ Home 
Journal and George Horace Lorimer of the Saturday Evening Post. 
That meant, though, that Parlin had little to guide him. He was new 
to the magazine industry and to the world of business. Partly because 
of that, the validity and integrity of his projects were diffi cult to 
prove, and the division he led provided no direct income or other 
tangible benefi t to the company—not immediately anyway. “You 
have got a lot of fi gures,” one man told him after completion of one 
of his early studies of department stores, “but how do I know they 
are good for anything?” Parlin had devoted many months to col-
lecting and interpreting reams of information, but at one point he 
wondered whether he would have been better off “throwing peb-
bles into the sea.”2

Those early, dreary days stuck with Parlin, and when it came 
his turn to speak at the banquet in 1936, he did so humbly. He 
reminded the group that he had been a high school principal in 
Wisconsin when he was hired by Curtis Publishing’s Advertising 
Department to start the then-nebulous task of researching nation-
wide markets. He also reminded them that starting the Division of 
Commercial Research had been the idea of Stanley Latshaw, man-
ager of Curtis’s Boston advertising offi ce. Parlin said he had simply 
taken Latshaw’s idea and given it shape. He said his achievements 
had been possible only because Cyrus Curtis had been patient and 
had been willing to take a chance on something that someone else 
eventually would have tried and made successful. “If Columbus had 
not discovered America when he did,” Parlin said, “someone else 
would, before long, because an age of adventure had already dawned. 
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And if the Curtis Publishing Company had not started Commercial 
Research when they did, sooner or later somebody else would have 
done so.”3

It was Parlin, though, who was honored that night and who was 
lauded again and again for his pioneering work in market research. 
The Philadelphia chapter of the American Marketing Association 
established the Charles Coolidge Parlin Memorial Award in 1945, 
and Parlin was elected posthumously to the Advertising Hall of 
Fame in 1953. During his twenty-six years at Curtis Publishing, 
Parlin played a part in dozens of national and regional research 
projects, conducting much of the research himself by traveling the 
country and interviewing thousands of people as he shaped the early 
ideas of Curtis Publishing’s market research. His second study, on 
department stores and the merchandising of textiles, was ranked by 
marketing scholars in the 1940s as among the most infl uential early 
works in the fi eld. His later work was used by hundreds of compa-
nies in guiding sales of their consumer products. He forged friend-
ships with early marketing instructors, exchanging ideas and even 
lecturing to classes himself. And many of the people who worked 
with him went on to lead market research departments of their own, 
further spreading the ideas and work that Parlin developed in the 
1910s and 1920s.4

Despite such accolades and testimonials, we know relatively little 
about Parlin, the development of Commercial Research, or the 
thinking behind it.5 His work has been widely noted by those in 
marketing,6 but it has received only scant attention for its role in the 
development of advertising, media, or business, or in the rise of a 
consumer society. That is surprising because Parlin’s employer, Cur-
tis Publishing Company, has been widely noted for its importance 
in American journalism. The company’s Saturday Evening Post and 
Ladies’ Home Journal dominated the magazine market in both circu-
lation and advertising revenue from the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury until the 1930s. John Tebbel and Mary Ellen Zuckerman call 
the Post “the bible of middle-class America” in the early twentieth 
century. Frank Luther Mott calls Cyrus Curtis, the founder and 
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business force behind the publishing company, a “bold and brilliant 
advertiser and promoter” and credits Curtis’s willingness to advertise 
for much of the circulation success of his magazines.7 Because Curtis 
magazines were so widely read, their content has also been the sub-
ject of numerous studies, often relating to portrayals of women,8 and 
more recently their role in a consumer culture.9 Likewise, Edward 
Bok, who edited the Journal, George Horace Lorimer, who edited 
the Post, and Cyrus Curtis have been the subject of several bio-
graphical studies.10 Other researchers have looked at the fi nancial 
problems Curtis Publishing faced in the television age.11 We know 
far less, though, about Curtis Publishing as a company, about its 
corporate thinking or its business strategies during its heyday. And, 
despite its importance in the company’s fi nancial success, we know 
little about the workings of its Advertising Department. Curtis was 
among the fi rst publishers to slash subscription rates below costs in 
the late 1800s and to rely on advertising revenues to make up the 
difference.12 Because of that, the role of the Advertising Department 
grew increasingly important after the turn of the century, subsidizing 
the editorial work of such famed editors as Bok and Lorimer. The 
Advertising Department also played a large part in establishing Cur-
tis’s dominance in the publishing world, a dominance it used to 
infl uence the standards and practices of American advertising.13

Individual, But Also Societal Changes

Parlin’s move from the nadir to the pinnacle of his fi eld involved 
more than just one man carving out a distinguished career. (See 
Figure I.1.) It involved changes, both personal and societal, in the 
world of publishing and the world of business. In many ways, Par-
lin’s employer, Curtis Publishing Company, was like the thousands 
of American businesses that slowly changed as a modern industrial 
society took shape during the fi rst three decades of the twentieth 
century.14 As Curtis grew larger and its bureaucratic structure be-
came more complex, it sought ways to maintain contact with other 
businesses and with its customers—both advertisers and readers. 



Figure I.1 Charles Coolidge Parlin personally researched or oversaw dozens of market 
reports for Curtis Publishing Company. His work was promoted both externally and 
internally, as with this article in a Curtis employee magazine.
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It promoted an attitude of service to both as it fi rst carved a niche 
in the world of publishing, then tried to improve on its position in 
and increase the control it had over the marketplace.

One of the crucial means it used was marketplace information.15 
By using what it promoted as new scientifi c methods of knowing 
and understanding competitors, customers, and markets, the com-
pany saw itself as better able to chart a course in the modern business 
world. Through its magazines, Curtis helped disseminate information 
to millions of people. Through its market research department, it 
sought to gather information that it thought would help position 
itself against the competition and would better prepare itself for 
working with thousands of established and potential advertisers. 
Curtis also saw Commercial Research as a means of extending a 
hand of cooperation to American business in general. It rarely pub-
lished its research reports in full, although it did make them freely 
available at its offi ces in such cities as Philadelphia, New York, 
Boston, Chicago, and San Francisco, and it encouraged advertisers 
and advertising agencies to make use of the information and insights. 
The idea was to improve clients’ chances for success, with the hope 
that strong customers would become repeat customers in the highly 
competitive, yet lucrative, world of advertising.

Market research, however, did not appear with the waving of a 
magic wand. It had to be sold as a necessity for modern commerce. 
Even as businesses yearned for information, they often looked upon 
early research with suspicion. Could they trust the information? 
Could they afford to gather their own information? Did they really 
need information? Was it just a fad, something that would cost them 
time and money without ever paying off? Those were the types of 
doubts that Parlin and his colleagues at Curtis Publishing Company 
faced as they cobbled together their early market research. As the 
Division of Commercial Research evolved, it became more than 
just an instrument for gathering information. Parlin was forced to 
become a salesman, a public relations man, an advertising man, and 
an expert on circulation, sales, distribution, wholesaling, retailing, 
and dozens of other facets of publishing and business. Curtis Publish-
ing looked to the division for economic forecasts and for help in 
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planning strategy and direction of many different facets of the pub-
lishing business—all part of what one historian has called a move 
toward “bureaucratic rationality,” administration based on logical 
and statistical rules rather than intuition.16

In the decades since Curtis established its research division in 
1911, American business and industry have grown increasingly hun-
gry for information about themselves, their competitors, their mar-
kets, and their audiences. By 1947, American business spent an esti-
mated $50 million annually on market research, which it used to 
guide corporate decision making. Today, writes Eric Clark, research 
is a key part of all new products and advertisements, and “virtually 
nothing appears from a major advertiser or agency until it has been 
opinion-polled, test-marketed or copy-tested, submitted on the way 
to panels of consumers whose words have been turned into statistical 
tables or analyzed by psychologists.” Billions of dollars are spent on 
researching products, markets, advertising, consumers, and public 
opinion, not only by companies, but by politicians, news organiza-
tions, advocacy groups, and just about anyone with the money and 
the desire to infl uence public opinion.17 Businesses have come to 
rely on market research to gauge the “public mind” and to judge 
changes in consumer tastes, with the goal of turning consumer wants 
into corporate profi ts. For them, market research has become, in 
effect, the rudder on the ship of modern corporate capitalism. Apply-
ing what they call micromarketing, many businesses today use 
detailed information about consumers’ preferences for such things 
as food, leisure, and an array of goods to target new products to 
people in specifi c regions, towns, neighborhoods, and even house-
holds. “The vision of the future is you can get whatever you want,” 
said Robert Meyer, a professor of marketing at the Wharton School 
of the University of Pennsylvania. “Years ago, retailers and manu-
facturers would just be guessing where to introduce products.”18

We often think of this availability and use of information as a 
late-twentieth-century phenomenon, a phenomenon built on tech-
nology, on electronics, on the ability to move information quickly. 
This “information age,” though, is really just an expansion of needs, 
practices, and systems that developed decades, even centuries, earlier, 
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as Steven Lubar has shown. The United States itself was formed 
with the notion that the wide distribution of information was essen-
tial to the well-being of a democratic society. That belief in infor-
mation helped spur the development of such things as roads and 
transportation, a national postal service, and communications de-
vices from the telegraph to the telephone to the computer modem. 
In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, savvy business owners 
found that information, when applied to trade, could position them 
to earn higher profi ts. Curtis Publishing took that idea to a new 
extreme at the turn of the twentieth century, emphasizing the role 
of information gathering in publishing, advertising, and other types 
of business.19

An Important Part of an Important Company

By focusing on Curtis Publishing, I attempt to show how that hun-
ger for information about such things as product distribution, busi-
ness competition, and magazine readership gave rise to market 
research during the 1910s and 1920s. Curtis Publishing, although 
certainly not the fi rst company to conduct market research, was 
especially important in the development of research and business 
information because it showed that an individual company could 
compile information about national, regional, and city markets—
information that many people of the time thought could be obtained 
only by the federal government.20 As Curtis’s research efforts grew, 
so did the company’s promotion of that work. Curtis executives saw 
research as a means to distinguish the company from its competitors, 
in a sense to create a new brand of business—a business infused with 
Progressive notions of societal betterment. Again, Curtis was not the 
fi rst or the only company to follow such thinking, but it was cer-
tainly one of the most important, largely because its sheer size and 
revenue dwarfed those of its competitors.

By 1890, the Ladies’ Home Journal had pushed its circulation to 
more than 400,000, the highest of any magazine at the time. Thir-
teen years later, Journal circulation surpassed one million, and in 
1924 surpassed two million. The rise of the Saturday Evening Post 
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was even more spectacular. The Post had few subscribers and was 
losing money when Curtis bought it in 1897, and Curtis employees 
often referred to it as “the singed cat.” The Post’s circulation rose 
to more than 200,000 shortly after the turn of the century and soared 
to two million weekly in 1913, making it the widest-circulating 
magazine of the era.21 Curtis’s advertising revenues were even more 
impressive, growing from about $250,000 in 1892 to $850,000 at 
the turn of the twentieth century to nearly $10 million by 1912.22 
In 1923, Curtis estimated that its magazines accounted for 48 per-
cent of the total advertising revenue of the thirty-six leading national 
publications, and more than half of expenditures for color advertis-
ing in the same publications.23 Between 1915 and 1922, the Journal 
carried about a third of the advertising in all women’s magazines, 
and between 1918 and 1922, the Curtis farm magazine Country 
Gentleman carried about a third of the advertising in all farm publi-
cations, and for most of the 1920s outdistanced all other farm pub-
lications in advertising income.24 By the end of the 1920s, the Post 
carried six times as much advertising as any other publication except 
the Journal, and the Journal carried nearly twice as much advertising 
as any other publication but the Post. Combined yearly advertising 
revenue for the three Curtis magazines exceeded $70 million in 
1928—40 percent of the total advertising revenue of the sixty-four 
largest publications. In many ways, Curtis publications were the mass 
market of the early twentieth century.25

Previous histories acknowledge Curtis’s importance as a business 
force but do little to explore the workings of the company. This book 
not only broadens the perspective on Curtis Publishing Company, 
but it revises several commonly held assumptions about Curtis mag-
azines and the mass media market of the early twentieth century. It 
makes no attempt to reduce the importance of editorial matter in the 
success of the Post or the Journal. (Without strong editorial appeal, 
any publication is doomed.) It shows, however, that Curtis Publish-
ing’s success was not built solely on the strength and planning of its 
magazines. Cyrus Curtis did not simply turn his editors loose and 
then wait for readers to snatch up copies of the magazines en masse. 
Curtis Publishing’s success was much more complex than that. 
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That is, the magazines were simply the most visible component of 
a wide-reaching business operation.

The following chapters show, for instance, how Curtis used 
market research to provide feedback about the audience of the Post 
and Journal, to position itself among a growing number of publi-
cations that pursued advertising, to carefully chart the spread and 
growth of a consumer culture, and to reinforce its authority among 
businesses that advertised in Curtis magazines. They show how 
advertising and research established themselves as vital components 
of Curtis Publishing Company, and how those two components 
were used to improve the organization’s trust and image. They also 
show how Curtis promoted a business ideology that stressed the 
value of science, research, and market information as important 
means of building credibility and increasing profi t in corporate 
America; and how a symbiotic relationship between advertisers, 
publications, and advertising agencies strengthened as mass media 
emerged and developed. Similarly, without a highly structured cir-
culation department that sold its publications aggressively, Curtis 
never could have achieved distribution that reached into the mil-
lions. And without a successful advertising department and business 
operation, the company never could have achieved the enormous 
profi ts that allowed it to expand, experiment, and reinforce its domi-
nation. In short, Curtis Publishing worked in many different ways 
to create the mass media marketplace in which it was so enormously 
successful. The market did not come to Curtis; Curtis aggressively 
pursued and shaped the market.

Challenging Assumptions

As this book explores the many facets of Curtis Publishing, it chal-
lenges several assumptions put forth by historians of advertising, 
consumer culture, and media. The early histories of American 
advertising were written by agency men, and modern researchers 
have taken for granted many of the assertions that the early writers 
put forth. Historians such as Jackson Lears, Roland Marchand, Dan-
iel Pope, and Stuart Ewen have placed the locus of power in the 
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emerging consumer culture in the hands of the advertising agencies 
and the manufacturers they worked for.26 They began with the 
assumption that the agencies, because they so closely worked with 
businesses on the creation of advertisements, were the guiding forces 
of the advertising industry. They similarly regarded magazines such 
as the Post and Journal as little more than vessels for the distribution 
of messages created by the agencies and their customers. In doing 
so, they overlooked the infl uence that Curtis had—and used—
in the development of modern advertising and market research. This 
book makes no attempt to cast aside the wide-reaching work or 
infl uence of the agencies. By showing the signifi cance of the com-
pany’s work, though, it argues that Curtis Publishing should be seen 
as at least an equal to the agencies in the development of American 
advertising and the creation and selling of a consumer society. Cur-
tis, by its sheer size and domination of the mass media marketplace, 
was a power that the agencies were forced to deal with.

My intent in this book is to look at how and why Curtis devel-
oped its market research division and to follow the changes that took 
place during the tenure of Parlin, the division’s fi rst director. In that 
sense, this is a business history with Parlin and Curtis Publishing at 
its center. I have attempted to reach beyond that, though, and look 
for cultural and social reasons for the development and use of market 
research and the creation of market research departments. For the 
most part, though, I have chosen to concentrate on Curtis. Other 
scholars have done a good job of looking at the many players in 
early market research.27 In doing so, though, those works often lose 
the nuance and intimacy that only a focused study like this can offer. 
Market research was not born in abstraction; rather, it involved real 
people who faced real obstacles as a profession formed. Only an in-
depth study can tell that story. And though I tell a specifi c story, 
I also move between the specifi c and the general as I link Curtis 
Publishing to the broader currents of publishing, advertising, and 
business in the fi rst four decades of the twentieth century.

This book also challenges another widely held assumption about 
Curtis magazines and other popular publications of the early twen-
tieth century, as well. Although they are often grouped together as 
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“mass” magazines that responded to middle-class wants and needs, 
Curtis publications and many of their competitors clearly coveted 
the readership of educated, upper-income elites. That was the audi-
ence that advertisers wanted to reach, and it was to those readers 
that the magazines tailored themselves and marketed themselves 
aggressively. The middle class was certainly important to Curtis and 
other publishers, but it was of secondary importance; the lower 
classes were, from a business perspective, superfl uous. The Post, the 
Journal, and their competitors were indeed “mass” magazines in 
that they reached nationwide audiences in numbers never before 
achieved by American publications. Those “masses,” however, were 
closer to a niche market in that they represented only a fraction of 
the population—a fraction targeted and defi ned by income. Curtis 
Publishing had neither the intent nor the desire to reach all of Amer-
ica; it wanted only that part of America that would and could pur-
chase the goods of its advertisers.

In trying to understand the development of market research, I 
have drawn from many sources, disciplines, and philosophies, includ-
ing cultural history, the history of marketing, the history of advertis-
ing, the history of business, the history of reading, and the history 
of journalism. Primarily, though, I have used a cultural approach 
applied to the world of business, creating biographical portraits of 
both a man and a business. In doing so, I have relied on several 
assumptions related to culture: that it is shared; that it changes; and 
that it can be understood by examining the public behavior and 
private thought of those who belong within a culture.28 In this case, 
the public behavior consists of research reports, advertisements, pub-
lished works, and speeches. The private thoughts consist of writings, 
confi dential reports, or transcripts of private meetings. By examining 
both the public and the private, I have tried to create a fuller picture 
of how market research evolved.29 In researching this book, I have 
drawn primarily from the Curtis Publishing Company papers at the 
University of Pennsylvania30 and at the Curtis Archives in India-
napolis,31 supplemented by the J. Walter Thompson advertising 
agency papers at Duke University. I have also drawn on many books, 
articles, advertisements, and trade journals of the era, using the Cur-
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tis research as a means of assessing assumptions that the company 
passed on to advertisers about audiences and the marketplace.

The research that Parlin did for Curtis certainly did not represent 
all the viewpoints or perceptions of the era’s businesses, but it did 
represent the way Curtis Publishing Company viewed the market-
place and the consumer. The research represented, in effect, the 
reality of the marketplace as Curtis Publishing understood it.32 
Because of that, Curtis’s marketing and research records are useful 
in helping to understand some of the positions the company took 
toward advertising and circulation. They are also useful in under-
standing how market research and other forms of information 
became incorporated into one of the most successful publishing 
companies of the early twentieth century. Through Curtis Publish-
ing, I look at how the concept of market and consumer research 
was pitched to potential advertisers as a means of empowerment in 
the marketplace, but also how it was carefully presented to show 
that businesses needed to buy advertisements if they were to take 
full advantage of the research. That was the purpose in the end—to 
sell. In that sense, this is a study of strategy, not imagery, in an 
American business that gradually saw great opportunity and value in 
information that it could collect, analyze, and disseminate about the 
marketplace.

In writing this book, I have tried to concentrate on the narrative. 
I use theory again and again in my interpretations, but in writing, I 
have tried to weave the human experience into the broader fabric 
of social change.33 So, in effect, this is a humanist history thoroughly 
grounded in the techniques and philosophies of social science his-
tory. No matter the approach, direct causal connections are diffi cult 
to establish in any study of historical thought or culture. Records 
that might point to valuable connections or developments are 
incomplete or even nonexistent. In many cases, people do not know 
themselves where they picked up an idea or how they developed a 
way of thinking. As Susan Strasser demonstrates, cultural shifts “hap-
pen piecemeal, with new developments interacting in complex ways 
and exhibiting contradictions and incongruities that frustrate the 
historian’s effort to tell a clear story of cause and effect or even to 
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provide accurate generalizations. People create those shifts by living 
their lives, making decisions that they may consider trivial or wholly 
personal but that have critical effects in the aggregate.”34 Those dif-
fi culties in causal links hold true with the development of Com-
mercial Research at Curtis Publishing Company. In researching and 
writing this book, though, I have tried to trace some of the people, 
policies, thoughts, philosophies, and changes, not only in Curtis but 
in business, industry, and society, that were related to the origins of 
the research division. I have tried to weave the story of Curtis into 
the story of the changes that took place in American business and 
American advertising during the early twentieth century.

I have focused most of my work on the 1910s and 1920s, trying 
to explain and to understand the development of market research at 
Curtis Publishing Company. Chapter 1 looks at how doubts about 
advertising, combined with the company’s belief in customer ser-
vice, helped lead to the formation of Commercial Research. Chap-
ter 2 looks at Parlin’s early days at Curtis and at the problems he 
overcame. Chapter 3 looks at how the Curtis advertising staff gradu-
ally came to accept Parlin’s work and eventually promoted it widely 
as a means of understanding the marketplace. Chapter 4 follows 
Parlin and his associates through some of their early studies and 
attempts to understand the guiding philosophies of their work. 
Chapter 5 looks at Curtis’s move into the rural market, a market 
that the company saw as the real challenge if American publishing 
and American advertising were to create a true mass market. Chapter 
6 examines the development of readership research as an extension 
of market research. It shows how Curtis Publishing Company 
increasingly viewed readers as consumers of advertised products and 
how its emphasis on a “class” readership translated into an elitist—
even racist—view of the American public. Chapter 7 looks at the 
changes that took place in Commercial Research in the 1920s, espe-
cially in the way that Curtis Publishing became involved in the 
promotion of consumption through its work in sales quotas and in 
defending advertising. Chapter 8 follows Commercial Research into 
the 1930s and contains the conclusions of my research, followed by 
a brief epilogue.
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This story begins, though, in 1910 as consumption was growing 
increasingly important to the United States economy and to the lives 
of Americans as the country underwent a series of revolutionary 
changes. Rural Americans migrated to cities, consumer tastes changed 
rapidly, and the number of consumer products available on store 
shelves grew enormously. Many manufacturers also sought to expand 
beyond regional markets, taking advantage of improved transporta-
tion and methods of production, and envisioning a truly national 
market for the fi rst time. Similarly, they sought to create demand 
for national brands in areas like clothing and food that were domi-
nated by store brands or by unbranded merchandise. This environ-
ment forced many marketers to shift their thinking toward masses 
of new, unknown buyers (consumers) rather than individuals they 
knew—or thought they knew—and catered to (customers).35 That 
change occurred nationally, led by companies that produced branded 
products that were the same from Maine to California, and created 
a need for information about the newly forming mass market. Who 
were the buyers of nationally branded products? Where were these 
buyers? How could they be reached? Could a company afford to 
reach them?

Those were some of the questions that a young advertising exec-
utive in Curtis Publishing’s Boston offi ce was pondering in 1910, 
as he came to the conclusion that his profession, and indeed the 
world of business, was changing around him. The company had to 
change, as well, he concluded, if it was going to keep up in this new 
world. The question was, how?



A New Era of Business

Advertising had always seemed like a fairly straightforward 
job to Stanley Latshaw, head of Curtis Publishing’s adver-
tising offi ce in Boston. Like a custom tailor, an adman tried 

to assess a customer, pay him due deference, and then create an 
advertisement that fi t like a properly sewn garment, hiding the fl aws 
while accentuating the positive. A good adman took what he could 
fi nd about a client’s product, wrote copy as speedily and as inex-
pensively as possible, and did his best to tell the advertiser’s story. 
There was no use worrying about broader things like trade conditions 
or industry trends, or even the condition of the customer’s com-
pany. A good product would sell itself. The advertiser rarely asked 
questions, and if there was ever a problem, a magazine could always 
fall back on “board of director copy”—an advertisement with a large 
picture of the business, a picture of the business’s founder, and a few 
laudatory phrases. That always seemed to smooth things over.1

By 1910, though, those simple times that Latshaw remembered 
had all but disappeared, if they had ever really existed. As a consumer 
economy expanded in the United States, advertising turned into a 
lucrative business, and as it did, Latshaw and other executives sought 
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new ways to cater to manufacturers so that Curtis Publishing could 
pull in as many advertising dollars as possible. Their thinking was 
infused with a morally grounded Progressivism and a Whiggish 
notion of unending progress, all wrapped in a cloak of upper middle-
class managerial superiority that pushed them to act even as they 
denied its existence. Like so many others who helped create what 
Alfred Chandler calls the “visible hand of management,” they saw 
themselves at the beginning of a new era—one in which they could 
guide capitalism along a path of their choosing—and they sought to 
make Curtis the emblem of that era.2

As Latshaw pursued that goal, he increasingly found himself on 
the defensive. Advertising was growing more expensive and more 
pervasive, and many businesses had begun to question not only its 
use, but its validity and expense. They no longer approached adver-
tising with the blind faith of a wildcat copper miner. Rather, they 
looked at it as an investment, and they wanted to base that invest-
ment on sound advice. They wanted answers: How much did an 
advertiser need to spend to get results? How much were competitors 
spending on advertising? In what part of the country would an 
advertiser see the greatest results—and how long would he have to 
wait?3 More stinging were the questions from advertising’s critics, 
mostly jobbers (middlemen who sold their own unadvertised, 
branded goods), and store owners who did not like the smaller 
margins of profi t created by the name brand goods that customers 
had begun to ask for. Wasn’t advertising really just a tax paid by 
consumers and retailers? they asked. Didn’t advertising greatly 
increase the cost of doing business and the cost of buying products? 
Didn’t advertising waste everyone’s money?4

Since the days of Hostetter’s Bitters, Jayne’s Expectorant, Mrs. 
Winslow’s Soothing Syrup, and other patent medicines, advertising 
had been associated with the seedy and the disreputable, and into 
the twentieth century, the advertising world found itself running 
from the hucksterism of both past and present. “There is probably 
no subject on earth which is receiving so much concentration of 
mind force as advertising,” the business manager of the Philadelphia 
Press told his city’s Business Science Club in 1911. “Telescope and 
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microscope are centered on it, and this, the commercial nation of 
the world, is giving it more attention than any other people.”5

Latshaw was beginning to have questions of his own about 
advertising. He wondered just what his role—and those of other 
Curtis advertising representatives—was within the company. After 
all, Curtis’s Saturday Evening Post and Ladies’ Home Journal were the 
rising stars of the publishing world, each with a circulation of more 
than one million by 1908. Advertising for the publications virtually 
sold itself in many cases and would fl ow in whether Latshaw and his 
coworkers were there at all. So what was their mission? What could 
he and others do to earn their salaries? What could they do to make 
sure that Curtis Publishing, its customers, and—just as important—
the advertising industry continued to thrive?6 Between 1910 and 
1915, Latshaw began to fi nd answers to those questions within Cur-
tis Publishing’s long-established policies of service to its advertisers 
and readers. The company responded to the changes it faced with 
its own form of Progressivism: Company executives said they had 
a responsibility not only to set an example, but to see that others 
followed their lead. They saw themselves, in a sense, as guardians of 
advertising. By applying their infl uence, they contended, they could 
enhance the reputation of the company and of advertising in general. 
A movement was already afoot to try to make advertising more 
truthful and trustworthy. Curtis went even further, forcing advertis-
ers to adhere to its own strict code of conduct—a code that had 
been in effect in some form since the 1890s.

To try to soften the criticism that the stricter rules would inevi-
tably bring from clients, Latshaw and other Curtis managers worked 
to change advertising representatives from sellers to merchandisers.7 
Merchandisers planned the sale of products by considering buyers’ 
wants and needs, promoted products in ways that would pique inter-
est, and provided value-added services (such as warranties or other 
assurances of quality, and in Curtis’s case, information about the 
marketplace and about consumers) to buyers. Curtis executives also 
prodded the Advertising Department as a whole to expand its “pater-
nalism.” That is, Curtis Publishing intended to watch over its adver-
tisers and nurture them the best it could, reasoning that satisfi ed, 
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successful clients would mean continued success for Curtis. One of 
the most important elements of this paternalism was the develop-
ment of a market research division, which Curtis used to extend its 
infl uence in the marketplace by providing hard-to-fi nd information 
that promised to help companies position themselves and their prod-
ucts for greater and more effi cient sales.8 None of the changes that 
Curtis sought came easily, though.

The Rise of a Powerhouse

Curtis Publishing Company was indeed one of the leaders in foster-
ing the growth of mass market periodicals, mass advertising, and 
mass consumption at the turn of the twentieth century. American 
advertising was as old as American periodicals,9 but the scale on 
which advertising developed around the turn of the century was 
unprecedented. The industrial revolution had given rise to more 
effi cient methods of manufacturing, and improved transportation 
(from trains to automobiles) and communication (from the telegraph 
to the telephone to the typewriter) allowed products (including 
periodicals) to be produced and transported quickly, cheaply, and 
easily on a wide scale. By the late nineteenth century, these advances 
in technology had allowed corporate leaders to shift more of their 
attention from production to marketing and distribution. The 
United States, and especially its cities, had begun to expand rapidly, 
populated by tens of thousands of literate wage earners who, as 
purchasing power increased, became a ready market for the multi-
tude of branded goods being created.10

The chief means of reaching this new consuming public was 
advertising. Advertising proliferated in magazines, newspapers, bill-
boards, streetcar posters, store window displays, direct mailings, 
fl iers, and just about anywhere else a trademark could be displayed. 
“Advertising, like everything else in this wonderful country, has 
developed too fast,” the agent Earnest Elmo Calkins wrote in 1915. 
“This headlong rush has produced success rather than effi ciency.”11 
Between 1900 and 1914, the number of national advertisers rose from 
6,000 to about 13,000, and as early as 1907, advertising accounted 



20  CHAPTER 1

for half of the pages in most magazines. By one estimate, spending 
on advertising reached $600 million a year by 1911, and exceeded 
$1 billion a year by World War I.12

Cyrus H. K. Curtis was a strong believer in advertising, and he 
used it extensively as he formed his publishing company in the late 
1800s. He began in 1879 with a farm paper, the Tribune and Farmer, 
and four years later, a section of that paper edited by his wife, Louisa 
Knapp, became the Ladies’ Home Journal. Edward Bok took over the 
Journal’s editorship from Knapp in 1889, guiding the magazine for 
thirty years and proving himself to be what Frank Luther Mott calls 
“one of America’s foremost magazine editors.”13 The Journal was 
among what became known as the Big Six women’s magazines, 
which had large circulations, a loyal base of readers, and large incomes 
from advertising.14 Magazine readership rose dramatically in the early 
twentieth century as the country’s literacy rate pushed past 90 per-
cent by 1920.15 By 1890, the Journal pushed its circulation to more 
than 400,000, the highest of any magazine at the time. In 1899, the 
Journal, with 820,000 subscribers, still led all magazines in circula-
tion, outdistancing its nearest competitors—Munsey’s Magazine 
(605,000) and Delineator (500,000)—by more than 200,000 subscrib-
ers.16 Between 1900 and 1930 the Journal’s circulation nearly tripled, 
while the U.S. population increased 62 percent. (See Table 1.1.)

The rise of the Saturday Evening Post was even more spectacular 
after Curtis bought it in 1897. It had only a handful of subscribers 
at the time, but circulation rose to more than 280,000 by 1901 and 
to two million a week in 1919, making it the widest circulating 
magazine of the era. (See Table 1.1.) A story that Bok recounted 
captured the fl avor of the heady days of wild circulation growth: A 
friend once asked Cyrus Curtis at lunch what the circulation of the 
Journal was. “Now?” Curtis responded. “I really don’t know. This 
morning it was two million.”17 Curtis often credited his successes 
to the power of advertising. In late 1889 and early 1890, when the 
Journal was only a few years old, he spent more than $300,000 of 
borrowed money to advertise the magazine. During the Panic of 
1907, he spent $50,000 in one week advertising the Post. Through-
out the 1910s, the company advertised nearly every week in Printers’ 



Table 1.1 Advertising Revenue and Average Circulation of 
Saturday Evening Post and Ladies’ Home Journal

 Post Post Journal Journal
Year Circulation Ad Revenue ($) Circulation Ad Revenue ($)

1897 2,231 6,933 699,046 500,630
1898 33,069 8,659 740,933 536,795
1899 97,497 59,389 820,000 646,245
1900 182,515 159,573 879,048 692,102
1901 287,424 255,254 896,986 752,410
1902 314,671 360,125 1,000,000 956,698
1903 508,182 672,152 977,274 1,121,723
1904 638,969 838,765 1,060,881 1,201,022
1905 696,044 1,058,935 1,125,223 1,397,722
1906 681,095 1,123,359 1,179,001 1,566,419
1907 726,681 1,266,931 1,088,674 1,722,702
1908 897,835 1,617,434 1,106,745 1,622,784
1909 1,242,217 3,056,403 1,269,504 2,168,958
1910 1,567,601 5,008,948 1,306,123 2,515,837
1911 1,770,324 6,270,068 1,327,170 2,284,114
1912 1,920,550 7,114,581 1,757,677 2,457,006
1913 2,004,005 7,874,656 1,705,916 2,660,412
1914 1,983,142 8,213,242 1,566,957 2,544,417
1915 1,928,738 8,690,614 1,543,048 2,653,231
1916 1,849,667 12,089,727 1,606,830 3,361,865
1917 1,883,070 16,076,562 1,609,089 4,678,897
1918 1,934,361 16,935,236 1,626,518 5,709,105
1919 2,036,792 27,314,656 1,873,174 8,775,315
1920 2,061,058 36,228,092 1,910,586 11,148,360
1921 2,099,940 25,309,043 1,755,992 10,370,829
1922 2,187,024 28,278,755 1,895,239 11,414,144
1923 2,272,220 35,542,286 1,994,385 12,543,188
1924 2,324,487 39,935,825 2,376,072 13,657,392
1925 2,449,533 46,315,168 2,334,674 15,086,413
1926 2,724,876 49,158,904 2,336,532 16,172,535
1927 2,816,391 53,144,987 2,500,000 16,627,363
1928 2,929,343 48,661,580 2,531,287 16,617,968
1929 2,907,875 52,359,112 2,555,996 16,321,128
1930 2,924,363 27,551,104 2,581,942 15,590,980
1931 2,912,560 35,492,312 2,588,271 12,861,530

Sources: “Summary of Lines and Revenue from 1892 to Date,” Curtis Bulletin 35 (Dec. 26, 1923); “Average 
Circulation,” in Curtis “Dope Book,” c. 1923, Curtis Publishing Company Papers, Rare Book and Manu-
script Library, University of Pennsylvania, Box 130; Advertising in the Saturday Evening Post, 1926; Advertis-
ing in Ladies’ Home Journal and Other Women’s Publications, 1927; “Advertising in the Saturday Evening Post,” 
Curtis Bulletin 101 (1928); Ladies’ Home Journal Figures, 1927; Leading Advertisers for 1930, 1931, 1932; N. W. 
Ayer & Sons Directory of Newspapers and Periodicals.
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Ink, the most widely circulating trade periodical for the advertising 
industry, and throughout the fi rst three decades of the twentieth 
century, it was not unusual for the Journal, the Post, or Curtis’s farm 
magazine Country Gentleman—and sometimes all three—to spend up 
to $35,000 a month on newspaper advertising.18

Financial Muscle

The large circulations that the Curtis magazines achieved worked in 
tandem with the amount of advertising that fl owed in, putting the 
company in an enviable fi nancial position. In 1905, Calkins and 
Holden estimated that the Ladies’ Home Journal took in $135,000 in 
advertising a month—more than a third of the combined total gen-
erated by the ten highest-circulating monthlies, of which the Journal 
ranked fi rst. During 1908, Curtis’s advertising revenue exceeded 
$3 million, and during 1910 that fi gure more than doubled, to about 
$7.5 million. Between 1911 and 1916, the Post and the Journal 
accounted for about 45 percent of the advertising income among 
more than thirty leading publications that Curtis Publishing tracked.19 
(See Tables 1.1 and 1.2.) As the amount of money that American 
businesses spent on advertising rose, Curtis positioned itself to pull 
in an even larger share of that money by expanding and diversifying. 
In 1911, it bought Country Gentleman, a regional farm magazine that 
Curtis quickly transformed into a national publication. In 1912, the 
company bought controlling interest in the Home Pattern Com-
pany, which published Ladies’ Home Journal patterns in a monthly 
known as The Style Book, and also published another magazine, The 
Embroidery Book. That year, Curtis also began offering Journal pat-
terns and fashion articles to newspapers through the Ladies’ Home 
Journal Fashion News Service. In 1913, it bought the Public Ledger 
of Philadelphia—a morning newspaper that added an evening edi-
tion the next year—and a New York fashion magazine, Toilettes, 
which it turned into a fi ve-cent monthly called the Criterion of Fash-
ion. That same year, it began publishing a house organ, Obiter Dicta, 
which it used to promote itself among advertisers, and it opened a 
Division of Publicity in New York City. The company opened an 
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advertising offi ce in San Francisco in 1913, adding to the offi ces it 
already maintained in Philadelphia, New York, Boston, and Chi-
cago. Its advertising sales staff of twenty-seven in 1912 grew to 
forty-fi ve by 1914, and expenses, including salaries, expanded so 
much that Curtis’s board of directors summoned the advertising 
director to a meeting in early 1914 and told him to keep a tighter 
rein on fi nances.20

The expansion was spurred in part by the construction of a new 
plant across the street from Independence Hall in Philadelphia. (See 
Figure 1.1.) The nine-story building, which took up an entire city 
block, contained more room than Curtis needed at the time, and 
larger, more effi cient printing presses allowed the company to print 
three magazines for not much more money than it had spent for 
two up to that time. With advertising revenues, especially at the 
Post, booming, Cyrus Curtis and his board of directors saw an 
opportunity to broaden the company’s reach and widen its advertis-
ing base. Once it owned the Country Gentleman and the Criterion of 
Fashion, Curtis Publishing boasted that it had one of the most well-
rounded groups of publications available to advertisers, “reaching 

Table 1.2 Curtis’s Share of Advertising Expenditures, 1911–1922*

 Total for 36**    Country
 Leading Curtis Post Journal Gentleman
Year Magazines ($) Share (%) Share (%) Share (%) Share (%)

1911 18,354,130 42.0 31.0 11.0 —
1912 21,250,578 45.0 34.0 11.0 —
1913 22,367,195 46.0 36.0 10.0 —
1914 22,991,919 47.0 37.0 10.0 —
1915 22,665,280 47.8 36.9 10.9 —
1916 32,589,968 46.7 37.4 9.3 —
1917 42,005,367 50.9 39.9 11.0 —
1918 49,356,164 49.7 35.9 11.6 2.2
1919 79,767,785 49.4 35.7 10.7 3.0
1920 110,676,987 45.5 32.5 10.0 3.0
1921 77,479,732 48.4 32.4 13.3 2.7
1922 78,467,670 51.6 35.1 14.1 2.4

*Totals from advertisers spending more than $10,000.

**Total for 38 magazines in 1911 and 37 in 1912.

Sources: “Expenditures of Advertisers,” Curtis Bulletin 25 (May 23, 1923); “Tables Showing Advertising 
Investments of Leading Advertisers Using $10,000 and Over in 30 Publications,” 1916.
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with an almost unbelievable degree of effi ciency every leading type 
of available consumer.”21

One of Curtis’s boldest moves during its fl urry of expansion had 
nothing directly to do with the publishing of magazines. It had every-
thing to do with understanding how those magazines worked in the 
commercial marketplace. Gaining that understanding became the pri-
mary goal of the new Division of Commercial Research the company 
opened in 1911. Edward Bok might have had the rare ability to read 
Journal subscribers’ letters like tea leaves, Post editor George Horace 
Lorimer might have had a keen intuition in assembling editorial mate-
rial, and Cyrus Curtis himself might have had the ability to spot both 
talent and commercial possibilities. The company’s advertising repre-
sentatives said they needed something more tangible to work with, 
though, especially if this ongoing expansion was to succeed. They 
needed more than just the Curtis name to back them up when they 
approached reluctant clients, more than just the trust of past perfor-
mance. They needed something that would turn them into industrial 
experts and earn them better trust among clients. They needed facts.

Figure 1.1 The Curtis Publishing Company building in Philadelphia.
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Addressing the Critics

At Curtis Publishing’s annual advertising conference in January 1913, 
Latshaw, who had been promoted the year before to assistant direc-
tor of advertising, issued a stern admonishment to his colleagues. A 
few weeks before the meeting, he had asked each of Curtis’s adver-
tising representatives to compile lists of businesses that had quit 
advertising and to assess why they were no longer among Curtis’s 
customers. The reports that staff members turned in made Latshaw 
fume. Most were incomplete. Many had been done haphazardly and 
showed little attempt at analysis. Either the men did not know the 
reasons for their clients’ failures and had not taken the time to ana-
lyze them, or they did not understand the failures and did not know 
how to analyze them. Either way, the material they submitted was 
inexcusable, and Latshaw let them know it. He was not trying to 
blame anyone, he said. Rather, he saw the issue as too important to 
overlook. He reminded the members of the advertising staff that 
they were drawing salaries from Curtis Publishing; they were not 
working on commission, as many advertising salesmen in other 
companies were. There were no running tallies of the lines of adver-
tising they brought in, no quotas, no attempt to measure individual 
productivity. Rather, Curtis judged its employees on the quality of 
their work. How then, he asked, should that quality be measured? 
What were they doing to earn their salaries? What role should they 
and Curtis Publishing be playing in the world of advertising?22

This type of soul searching showed an uncertainty at a time of 
change, not only in the advertising industry but also in the manage-
rial ranks. Curtis’s growth and bureaucratization—from a company 
with a handful of employees in the 1880s to one of more than 4,000 
workers in dozens of departments in the 1920s—were typical of the 
changes that were taking place in American business at the turn of 
the twentieth century. (See Figure 1.2.) As operations grew, propri-
etors could no longer oversee or control all of their businesses’ 
operations personally. They had to rely on a growing bureaucracy, 
a chain of command, and segmented groups of people whose jobs 
became increasingly specialized. Because of that specialization, their 
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view of the business was often narrow. This new class of white collar 
executives lacked the ability to see the complete picture of an expand-
ing marketplace—or even an entire business—and lacked the author-
ity to act unilaterally. They needed a way to broaden their view. This 
was an extension of what one historian calls a “crisis of control” that 
had plagued American business since the beginning of the Industrial 
Revolution, when the development and use of information process-
ing and communication technology began to fall behind those of 
energy and its application to manufacturing and transportation. That 
is, businesses such as Curtis lacked the means for collecting informa-
tion about their own operations, their competitors, their clients, and 
the marketplace, and needed a formal mechanism to help them make 
decisions and, ultimately, try to infl uence the marketplace.23

Figure 1.2 The Curtis advertising staff in 1913. Charles Coolidge Parlin is the second 
from right in the second row. To his right is William Wellington Payne, one of his 
early assistants. Another assistant, Henry Youker, is at the far left in that row. Among 
other notable members of the staff are Edward W. Hazen, sitting at far left; Stanley 
Latshaw, sitting, fourth from left; and William Boyd, sitting, second from right.
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In a series of speeches during the fi rst day of the advertising 
conference, Latshaw attempted to articulate his vision of Curtis Pub-
lishing’s mission amid these types of changes. It all came down to 
a question of paternalism, he said. The company was the dominant 
provider of advertising in a business world that increasingly relied on 
advertising. That put Curtis in a position of infl uence, and the com-
pany needed to decide how to use that infl uence with clients. “Are 
we going to manage our affairs as though they were our own chil-
dren, or as though we were participating in a foundling institution?” 
Latshaw asked. He stressed that helping current advertisers achieve 
success counted for more than signing up new accounts that were 
doomed to failure, saying that “it is better to raise the baby than it 
is to bring it into the world to die.” Curtis Publishing, he said, needed 
to realize that it was not a “common carrier,” open to all without 
scrutiny. It needed to delve further into the fi nances of its clients 
and turn away those that would not benefi t from advertising. When 
an advertised product failed, Latshaw said, the publication that car-
ried the advertising was always blamed. That hurt the reputation of 
the publication, regardless of any mistakes the advertiser might have 
made. “I think that the average man who fails is very much inclined 
to go on to the housetops and tell the neighborhood, the club, and 
every one else of the failure—not of his failure (few men are willing 
to admit that), but the failure of the Journal or the failure of the Post, 
going back of that, the failure of advertising.”24

Edward Hazen, Curtis’s advertising director, agreed that the 
company was going through a period of reconstruction and analysis, 
“a period of study of the why and the wherefore, and I believe that 
we have got to give greater thought, greater care and study to the 
why and wherefore in every case that comes before us.” He, too, 
thought Curtis needed to exert more infl uence. Advertising repre-
sentatives needed to be careful not to overstep, though, he said. “We 
cannot be so paternal as to assume that nobody else knows anything 
about advertising. We would make ourselves ridiculous. . . . We 
would be putting ourselves in a position to lessen our infl uence.” 
Like Latshaw, he encouraged the advertising staff to raise the level 
of service it provided to customers. “It is not always the man that 
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receives the largest income that has the most money in the bank,” 
he said. “It is the fellow that husbands what he gets and takes care 
of it. . . . What we want to do is to keep these fellows that come in 
and make them successes.”25

Customer Service and Paternalism

This idea of paternalism that both Latshaw and Hazen expressed had 
grown from a policy of customer service that Cyrus Curtis had 
developed and promoted since he founded his publishing company 
in Philadelphia in the 1880s. Between about 1890 and 1915, Curtis 
Service (as the company called it) came to mean everything from 
personally answering the thousands of letters that women wrote each 
week to the Ladies’ Home Journal to “censoring” advertisements in 
the Journal and Saturday Evening Post so that readers could trust them 
and so that reputable advertisers would not have to share pages with 
hucksters. It meant investing in high-quality engraving and printing 
equipment and buying high-grade paper for magazine stock. Above 
all, it meant creating an atmosphere of trust, not only within the 
pages of Curtis magazines, but in personal relations with readers, 
advertisers, and even competing magazines.26

That idea of customer service had not always been well defi ned, 
but the intent was usually clear. In 1889, in an effort to make the 
Journal more attractive to reputable advertisers, Cyrus Curtis imple-
mented several bold changes—widely considered foolish at the 
time—that would later form the backbone of his company’s success. 
Although the company’s fi nances were shaky and its future tenu-
ous, Curtis doubled the subscription price of the Journal to $1 a year 
and refused to allow any discounts. At the urging of Bok, the Jour-
nal’s editor, he did away with subscriber premiums—such things 
as silverware and dress patterns offered as incentives to buy the 
magazine—even though they were a widely accepted part of doing 
business in the publishing and retail worlds. He also made a big bet 
on advertising, pioneering the idea that advertising income could 
largely fi nance a publisher’s operations.27
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Curtis lost thousands of subscribers after the new policies were 
put into place, but with those who remained he was able to claim 
a “quality,” or affl uent, readership that subscribed on the merits of 
the magazine, not as part of a promotional gimmick. He also lost 
thousands of dollars in advertising revenue after he banned patent 
medicine ads, then cosmetics ads, then fi nancial ads, and eventually 
cigarette ads. After doing so, though, he told Journal readers that 
he would be personally responsible for any loss they incurred by 
responding to the magazine’s advertisements. Writing in 1890, one 
observer noted that the contents of the Journal were “carefully 
guarded. . . . A doubtful advertisement would no more pass the eye 
of the publisher than would an article of immoral tendency receive 
the approval of the editor.” As Bok later described it, Curtis “had 
cleaned house, wanted his readers to know it, and was prepared to 
back up his action and promised that he believed every advertise-
ment in his magazine was reliable.”28 Curtis took his belief in cus-
tomer service so seriously that he had a standing policy of never 
scrimping on anything that would improve the worth of the com-
pany’s magazines to readers and advertisers. “To his editors he says: 
‘Give the public the best. It knows. The cost is secondary,’” Bok 
wrote of Curtis. “To his circulation managers he says: ‘Keep the 
magazine before the public and make it easy for the public to get 
it.’ To his advertising men he says: ‘We know we give advertisers 
their money’s worth, but it is up to you to prove it to them.’”29

The Broader Reach of Customer Service

Curtis was one of many businesses that began to focus more on 
customers and customer service at the turn of the twentieth century. 
The idea of customer service gained widespread popularity in Amer-
ican business between about 1880 and 1915, giving rise to such 
things as new kinds of consumer credit, a work force to cater to 
patrons, and spaces in stores for customer pleasure. Restaurants and 
theaters adhered to this idea of service, as did railroads and public 
utilities. “The chief profi t a wise man makes on his sales is not in 
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dollars and cents but in serving his customers,” John Wanamaker, 
the Philadelphia department store owner, wrote in 1918. This atti-
tude, notes historian William Leach, marked a turning point, of 
sorts, in industrial capitalism, and the philosophy of “the public be 
served” rose over that of “the public be damned.” This concept 
arose partly from the tenets of Christianity and partly from the phi-
losophies of liberal republicanism, but mainly in response to a need 
to improve the seamy image of business. At the turn of the century, 
industrial workers revolted against industry; farmers against railroads, 
banks, and land speculators; small merchants against large. Businesses 
tried to remake their public image by portraying themselves as 
working for the good of all.30

This devotion to customer service was especially important in 
the fi eld of advertising and in the advertising agencies that handled 
the creation and placement of much of the printed publicity of the 
time. When the fi rst agents appeared in the 1860s, they acted pri-
marily as a clearinghouse, buying space in newspapers and magazines 
and reselling it to businesses at a profi t. They provided a convenient 
way for advertisers to buy space in many publications through a 
single source. Service agents fi rst appeared around the turn of the 
century, competing with the large space brokers by acting as adver-
tising consultants, writing copy, helping with window displays, and 
generally doing whatever they could to assist the advertiser.31 In the 
early 1900s, the agencies began to transform themselves into market-
ing advisers, helping businesses analyze their products and their cus-
tomers, choose the best media, and create advertising and sales cam-
paigns. One leading agent called agencies “the advertiser’s partner 
. . . trained in technique and experienced in the fundamentals that 
underlie all the business.”32 Similarly, Curtis Publishing called agents 
“publicity specialists” and wrote in the early 1910s that the “better 
type of agency now offers brains, ideas, and service together with a 
real concern as to the customer’s success.”33

This emphasis on customer service had altered the relationship 
of an advertising agent and an advertiser until it became, wrote 
Earnest Elmo Calkins and Ralph Holden, two prominent agents of 
the era, like that of a lawyer and a client. It had to be built on trust 
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and confi dentiality. The agent needed to know as much as possible 
about the company he was working for: its margin of profi t, its ter-
ritory of operation, its possibilities for expansion, the arguments 
made by salesmen, and the extent and methods of competition. Just 
as important, the agent needed to have a clear view of the market-
place. Many agencies “push their service to a limit which a few years 
ago would have been regarded as quixotic,” the advertising trade 
journal Printers’ Ink wrote in 1911. Just how far an agency would 
go “depends upon the circumstances. The progressive agency is 
crossing a Rubicon or two every year.” That same year, A. B. Free-
man of the Nichols-Finn Advertising Company of Chicago said that 
the word agency had become outdated. Agents were really students 
of commerce, of economics, of distribution, and of trade conditions, 
and they knew the ins and outs of the business world, Freeman 
wrote.

The time is at hand when the business man asks not “How 
much pretty copy have you written and how big is your 
institution?” or, “What do you charge for your service?” but 
“How can you help me to market my proposition to better 
advantage? What do you know about my market and the 
people I am trying to reach? Are you equipped to say how 
much money it would take to do a certain thing in an adver-
tising direction? Are you in touch with concerns that have 
attempted or are doing the thing I want to do or something 
enough alike from which to draw a conclusion?”34

As part of this transformation, advertising agents and sales rep-
resentatives began to form professional organizations around the 
turn of the century. Two national organizations, the Associated 
Advertising Clubs of America and the American Association of 
Advertising Agencies, extolled the benefi ts of advertising, claiming 
that it promoted virtue, improved product distribution, and con-
tinually raised the American standard of living.35 Along with the 
trade journal Printers’ Ink, the organizations widely promoted the 
creed of “truth in advertising,” which was also one of Curtis’s pet 
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causes. “The advertisement which willfully or carelessly defrauds 
becomes worse than the thief,” Curtis Publishing wrote in its Adver-
tising Code in 1912. “It not only steals from its victims, but destroys 
the confi dence which is fundamental to all business and essential to 
the success of advertising.”36

Advertising and Selling

In at least one case in the early 1910s, Curtis advertising representa-
tives took this idea of “What are you doing for me?” to the extreme 
to prove a point about the power of the Curtis organization. 
Responding in the name of Curtis service, they acted as salesmen 
for Warner Instrument Company, a maker of automobile speedom-
eters. With Warner heading toward bankruptcy, members of the 
Curtis advertising staff in Chicago decided that it would be an excel-
lent test case for what could be done with advertising in the Saturday 
Evening Post if that advertising was combined with skilled salesman-
ship. They persuaded Warner to run two-page spreads in the Post, 
and then they personally lobbied automobile makers to install War-
ner speedometers in their new cars. At the time, Curtis estimated, 
one of Warner’s competitors, Stewart & Clark, had been furnishing 
75 to 80 percent of speedometers for automobile manufacturers. 
Several months after the campaign began, the proprietor of Stewart 
& Clark summoned Curtis advertising representatives to his offi ce, 
frantic about the gains that Warner had been making. He asked the 
Curtis representatives to work for his company, as they had for 
Warner. “Our reply,” said Chauncey T. Lamb, an advertising rep-
resentative in the Chicago offi ce, “was, ‘Nothing doing’; we did 
that to make Warner successful so that it should be an object lesson 
to the manufacturers of every kind of equipment for automobiles, 
that by advertising right in the Saturday Evening Post they could force 
the manufacturers of automobiles to use their product, providing it 
was high class; that we expected the success of the Warner Instru-
ment Company to enable us to secure half a million dollars addi-
tional in advertising per year in the Post from other manufacturers 
of automobile equipments.”



A NEW ERA OF BUSINESS 33

The ploy worked. Stewart & Clark signed a contract for two pages 
of advertising space in the Post each month and was eventually forced 
to buy Warner, once a weak and declining competitor, for $2 million. 
Advertising for automobiles and accessories in the Post continued to 
escalate, swelling the size of the magazine and making the Post the 
publication for marketing automobiles. By 1914, the Post carried 
68 percent of all automobile advertising in the more than thirty 
competing magazines that Curtis tracked, and by 1923, it carried 
83 percent of the more than $17 million that automakers spent on 
advertising in weekly magazines. The Curtis advertising staff, despite 
the strong-arm tactics it had used, assured itself and its clients that 
the only reason for Warner’s success was the power of the Post.37

Creating a Confl ict

Tactics like the those Curtis used with Warner came with conse-
quences, though, and increasingly created tension between Curtis 
and advertising agencies as they all sought authoritative roles in a 
growing consumer economy. The problems and questions that the 
agencies faced were much the same as those that Curtis faced, and 
the work that advertising agents did, in many cases, was the same 
type of work that Curtis advertising representatives did: primarily 
selling advertising to manufacturers of consumer products, learning 
as much as possible about those manufacturers and products, and 
doing whatever possible to see that they succeeded.

On the surface, Curtis downplayed any confl ict. To ensure that 
advertising was done right, the company said in 1912, a manufac-
turer needed the services of an agent. Curtis Publishing could not 
possibly look after each account, the company wrote. There were 
far too many advertisers to do that. Besides, many of those advertis-
ers competed against one other, and Curtis could easily put itself in 
a precarious position if it favored one advertiser over another. The 
Post, for instance, carried advertising for twenty-two lines of men’s 
clothing. “Could we give each of these twenty-two our ‘clothing’ 
best?” Curtis asked rhetorically. So, in theory, Curtis provided the 
medium; the advertising agent, who earned a commission from each 
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advertisement placed, was to provide the service. “There is . . . no 
clashing of interests. Neither agent nor publisher can afford a fail-
ure,” the company said.38 Some agents did not buy that, and they 
worried that Curtis was trying to muscle in and save the money that 
went toward their commissions—usually 10 percent of the advertis-
ing bill. Those doubts grew during the summer of 1913, when 
Curtis broke from established standards and unilaterally changed its 
policy toward agencies. The company agreed to a long-sought-after 
increase in commissions—to 13 percent from 10 percent—but only 
if Curtis was “satisfi ed that the agent has earned it.” That meant 
making sure that money was not wasted on poorly planned and 
poorly conceived advertising campaigns.39

Advertising had many critics, even as advertised products increas-
ingly became associated with ideas like progress, freedom, liberty, 
and democracy, as Charles McGovern writes.40 Advertising was 
blamed for, among other things, increasing the cost of living, dis-
couraging competition, and forcing stores to carry brand-name goods 
that often had lower profi t margins. Curtis could not answer all those 
criticisms with a single act, but by assuming greater control over 
agency commissions, it hoped to ensure that clients received an ample 
amount of attention and advice from agencies, thereby increasing 
the “effi ciency” of advertising by giving campaigns a greater chance 
of success. If an advertiser succeeded, then so did the publisher. If 
clients were happy, they usually came back. And if publishers could 
point to repeat business, they could usually attract new clients. 
“Therefore, the most important work that the advertising agent is 
called upon to perform for the publisher is wide and conscientious 
service to his clients,” Curtis Publishing wrote.41

In an obvious attempt to blunt criticism about the change in 
commission policy, Curtis said that it, too, was striving to provide 
greater service to advertisers, essentially stressing what Curtis had 
been doing for several years. Although Cyrus Curtis had screened 
ads for the Ladies’ Home Journal early on, it was not until 1901 that 
it formalized a policy of “censorship.” That policy not only rein-
forced a ban on advertising for patent medicines, investment schemes, 
and liquor, but set rigid boundaries for the content of all the ads it 
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did accept, monitoring for such things as deception, extravagant 
wording, “undue boastfulness and exaggeration,” and copy that 
“knocked” competitors.42 As the company’s advertising revenue 
grew, especially after 1910, it enforced the policy with increasing 
strictness, even though it cost Curtis $100,000 a year or more by 
1913.43 In its house organ, the company called censorship “costly 
and troublesome, but a distinctly necessary part” of the service the 
company offered. It admitted that censorship could seem “harsh and 
excessive,” but that the driving force for the policy was the desire 
to make all advertising credible and respected. “We are striving to 
make our readers feel perfectly safe in dealing with advertisers by 
mail or in purchasing their goods in the stores, and perfectly confi -
dent that they will fi nd such goods just as represented in print,” the 
company wrote in 1912. “Apart from the consideration of honesty 
as a principle, it is self-evident that this unswerving standard benefi ts 
the public, the advertisers, and the publishers. If all advertising were 
strictly truthful, the purchasing public would soon recognize the fact 
and all advertising would be many times more profi table.”44 Curtis 
advertising representatives admitted that this type of outlook was 
idealistic, but they considered Curtis the fl agship of the magazine 
industry, “the most powerful advertising organization in the world.” 
If anyone was to uphold the standards of advertising, it was Curtis 
Publishing Company.45 To reinforce that idea, the company began 
to broaden the argument for its publications, still pointing to their 
size and bulk, but also stressing the responsiveness and trust of their 
readers and advertisers.46 It also sought to portray itself as the guard-
ian of advertising, working to benefi t the entire advertising industry, 
and in turn, all manufacturers and consumers.47 And it began to 
emphasize and promote the work of various departments, especially 
a new Division of Commercial Research.

Envisioning a New Profession

The research department that Stanley Latshaw envisioned in the 
early 1910s was more of an evolution than a revolution for Curtis 
Publishing and for the world of business and industry (as I show in 
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later chapters). Latshaw and other advertising representatives were 
already gathering information to help clients whenever they could. 
Cyrus Curtis himself took pride in investigating the marketplace 
before making decisions, and he admonished those who failed to do 
the same, especially when it came to promotion. Too many com-
panies took no interest in their advertising, he told an interviewer 
in 1914. “They do not study it as they should and, what is just as 
bad, they do not permit any one else to study it for them. . . . It is 
rarely that an advertising campaign, started after a thorough study of 
all the conditions and all the factors and carried through with cour-
age and patience, fails.”48

Curtis’s Circulation and Advertising Departments did just what 
Curtis described. In a book the company published in 1911, it 
sought to embolden its circulation agents by outlining the methods 
the company had used in achieving magazine circulations that were 
the envy of the publishing world. Those methods, which the com-
pany said had been perfected over the previous ten years, were really 
quite simple on the surface: Sign up as many salesmen as possible 
and offer them incentives to sell the magazines. Beneath this straight-
forward exterior, though, lay an intricate skeleton of work struc-
tures, incentives, expectations, and models for selling. The method, 
a variation of the idea of “scientifi c effi ciency” that was spreading 
through the business world, involved 2,000 district agents who hired 
their own sub-agents to work directly with street salesmen, usually 
boys.49 (See Figure 1.3.)

Curtis encouraged agents to break down their territory into city 
wards or voting districts. That way, they could compare population 
with the number of magazines they sold, spot weak areas, and know 
better where to concentrate their sales efforts. Nationwide, they 
were told, one copy of the Journal was sold for every sixty people. 
The ratio for the Post was one to every fi fty, although district agents 
did better than that, selling one copy for every thirty-fi ve residents. 
Using that model, agents were expected to adjust their sales methods 
and set goals for undersold areas. Planning was the key. “An attempt 
to cover your entire territory, by a general plan, without an analysis 
of the actual conditions by wards or precincts, is like shooting in the 
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dark,” Curtis Publishing told the agents. “You don’t want to round 
up many more boys in wards where you already have as many boys 
as the population there will support.”50 The home offi ce used a sim-
ilar method to monitor sales in each state. Not only did it calculate 
a nationwide ratio of sales to population, but it calculated ratios for 
each state. When sales lagged in certain states, the company launched 
promotions to try to increase the circulation numbers. “Of course, 
the ratio of sales to population is not uniform in every state,” the 
company boasted, “but it is more nearly so with our publications 
than with others.”51 That made a good marketing argument, but in 
reality Curtis’s magazines had low levels of readership in the South, 
an area that it frequently marginalized in its promotional material.52

The Advertising Department had not analyzed its methods or 
goals nearly that precisely, but it, too, collected statistics to try to 
put its work into better context for staff members and advertisers. 
Beginning about 1905, members of the advertising staff met at least 
once each year at the home offi ce in Philadelphia to discuss the state 

Figure 1.3 Curtis set up an elaborate network of superintendents and district agents 
to oversee sales of its magazines.
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of the business, talk over any problems they were having, and refi ne 
any points of policy. At those annual advertising conferences, staff 
members shared information about businesses and industries they 
were familiar with. Individual representatives often specialized in 
areas like automobiles and textiles, familiarizing themselves with the 
workings of those industries and with the people and the issues 
involved, and in some cases keeping detailed statistics—mostly 
regional and connected to industries near the regional offi ces—to 
monitor industry trends and to identify areas that might be exploited 
for future advertising. Some of that information gathering became 
more formal in 1910, when the department formed a statistical divi-
sion to tabulate the advertising and circulation fi gures of more than 
thirty competing publications. The new division began putting in 
spreadsheet form such things as total dollar volume of advertising 
and the amount spent by various industries and individual businesses. 
It also kept track of how the Post, the Journal and later, Country 
Gentleman compared with competitors in each category. Staff mem-
bers were well versed on this accumulation of facts, but they some-
times found that bare facts alone were not enough to help them 
understand the industries they monitored.53

For instance, at a meeting of Curtis advertising employees in 1910, 
Melville H. Smith, a representative at Curtis’s Boston offi ce, reported 
that “the shoe industry offered a large and promising fi eld for the 
development of national advertising in a big way.” He presented 
national, as well as state-by-state, statistics on shoe sales since 1890, 
and noted the size of the industry, particularly in New England; the 
amount of shoe advertising in magazines, particularly in the Journal 
and the Post; the objections Curtis representatives encountered in 
discussing magazine advertising with shoe manufacturers; and how 
representatives could meet those objections. Smith noted that shoe 
advertising was “in an inceptive and experimental state but showing 
decided life.”54 And though Smith “aroused a consciousness” among 
advertising representatives that day, the reports that he and others 
presented alluded to some frustrations that the entire advertising staff 
was having in making sense not only of the shoe industry but of 
most other industries. Because the staff was so scattered, so was the 
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information it assembled. The facts, statistics, and observations were 
too regional, too parochial to be analyzed on a national scale. Cur-
tis’s advertising offi ces might be in a better position to track the shoe 
industry if they would exchange information and observations about 
accounts, Smith told his colleagues. They would be better served, 
he said, if someone could tie everything together.55

Latshaw eventually convinced his superiors of the need for a 
full-time researcher in the Advertising Department, and in 1911, he 
set out to fi ll the job. He realized just how diffi cult that would be 
after he talked with E. Dana Durand, director of the Census Bureau, 
which had itself been made permanent only a decade before, but 
had become by the late nineteenth century the chief source of gov-
ernment data about business. Facts were easy to come by, Durand 
told Latshaw, but bald facts were of little use. What Latshaw needed 
was someone who could analyze those facts, put them into a context 
that advertisers could understand and appreciate.56

Latshaw spoke with several college and university professors 
about the research job at Curtis, but he rejected them all on grounds 
that they would be too likely to approach the work from behind a 
desk—“card shuffl ers,” he called them. What he needed was some-
one who was willing to travel the country and search for ideas, 
someone who liked people and had a knack for conversation. He 
needed someone with knowledge of economics and statistics but 
also the skill to apply that knowledge to advertising, a quick learner 
who could become an expert in many different industrial fi elds. 
After a brief search, Latshaw decided he knew just such a person—
a teacher he had in high school, a man with a quick mind and a 
penchant for public speaking. Latshaw took a train west from Bos-
ton to his home state, Wisconsin. That’s where he found Charles 
Coolidge Parlin.



2

An Unlikely Leader

On the surface, Charles Coolidge Parlin was an unlikely 
candidate for a job in an advertising department. He was 
thirty-eight years old and had worked nearly his entire 

adult life as a high school principal and teacher. He had never worked 
in advertising or publishing, and he never had any such aspirations. 
During a job interview in 1911, Edward W. Hazen, Curtis’s adver-
tising director, asked Parlin what qualifi cations he thought he had 
for a position as a researcher on Curtis’s advertising staff. Parlin was 
momentarily stumped. He eventually replied: “I think the most 
valuable one is that, not knowing anything about your business, I 
will not have to waste any of your time unlearning anything.”1 
Twenty-fi ve years later, that answer did not seem nearly as out-
rageous to Parlin as it did that night after speaking with Hazen. “I 
think . . . that the principal reason we do not learn more is that 
when we want to fi nd out something we send out those who know 
the most about the matter and they come back with what they 
already knew,” Parlin said in 1936.2

In 1911, though, after accepting the job as director of Curtis 
Publishing’s new Division of Commercial Research, Parlin wished 
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many times for more knowledge than he had. His job description 
was vague, and the executives at Curtis knew it was vague. They 
knew no better than Parlin what they wanted out of the new depart-
ment. Hazen told the company’s board of directors in 1911 that 
Parlin had been hired “to make investigations of trade conditions, 
with a view to use the information thereby secured in connection 
with the solicitation and development of new business.”3 The ven-
ture was as new to Hazen and other executives as it was to Parlin. 
Their general idea may have been to acquire information that would 
help them enhance their service to advertisers and to reinforce Cur-
tis’s position of dominance, but when it came time to articulate that 
idea, they could not. The idea to form the Division of Commercial 
Research had been Stanley Latshaw’s, and the new department was 
located in Latshaw’s offi ce in Boston—signifi cantly distancing it 
from both the home offi ce in Philadelphia and the main advertising 
offi ce in New York City. If the new project failed, Curtis could 
easily cut it loose without damaging the company’s image.

During those fi rst months at Curtis, Parlin found himself adrift 
many times. The expectations of him were low, and his future with 
Curtis was uncertain. Although Parlin was ignorant of the world of 
advertising, he shared a core belief not only with many in the adver-
tising industry but with American business in general: a belief in the 
power of scientifi c knowledge. Parlin’s background in education 
and debate had more than prepared him for his new role as a 
researcher. As an educator, he had spent many years learning how 
to gather information, how to analyze it, and how to present it so 
that others could understand it. His new career at Curtis was essen-
tially an extension of those skills. Parlin had been persuaded to take 
the job in part because of Latshaw’s insistence that “out in the minds 
of men there were ideas which would be of inestimable value if 
somebody would go out and catch them.”4 The world was changing 
rapidly, and Curtis Publishing needed someone willing to record 
those changes, someone who could gather information about the 
commercial marketplace and present it in a form—essentially a map 
of consumption—that would be useful to Curtis, its employees, and 
its clients. This would be a pioneering job, one without rules or 
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guidelines, but also one with much potential. Parlin took Latshaw’s 
message to heart. He was not the only one to do so, either. Through-
out the country, business, industry, and government were beginning 
to discover the value of marketplace information.

A Reluctant Recruit

Parlin had not been easily swayed by Stanley Latshaw’s offer of a job 
with Curtis Publishing. At the time of Latshaw’s visit in early 1911, 
Parlin was the principal at Wausau High School in Wisconsin, and 
had been for nearly fi fteen years. He was president of the state teach-
ers association and was considering a job offer from the largest high 
school in the state. He felt, he later recalled, as though he were on 
the verge of making a real mark in state education. Although Parlin 
had dreamed of achieving greatness in other things—he had always 
wanted to become a lawyer—he had stuck with teaching and school 
administration. He enjoyed both, and that is how he had expected 
to spend the rest of his life.5

Still, Parlin had the qualities that Latshaw thought Curtis Publish-
ing needed for its new research division. At the University of Wis-
consin, he had been an important member of the debate team, and he 
had been a sought-after public speaker in both West De Pere (where 
he served briefl y as a teacher and a principal) and Wausau, Wisconsin. 
Parlin, an elfi sh man with thin, dark hair and a relaxed smile, had the 
kind of affable personality that put people at ease, that made them 
comfortable talking about themselves and their livelihoods. Just as 
important, he was too restless to sit at a desk, and he seemed to have 
a mania for travel. During summer breaks from teaching, he occa-
sionally worked as a guide, leading tour groups through Europe. 
Here was a man who would be willing to live forever out where the 
ideas were, Latshaw later recalled, “a man who could not only collect 
facts, but who would know one when he saw one.” Parlin turned 
Latshaw’s offer down three times. Latshaw persisted, and after Parlin 
received a fourth offer, he accepted. It was late June 1911. He taught 
his last class on a Thursday, boarded a weekend train, and reported 
for work at Barristers Hall in Boston on Monday morning.6



AN UNLIKELY LEADER 43

Making Sense of It All

The new job proved even more frustrating than Parlin had imag-
ined. He knew his task would be challenging. This was, after all, a 
new concept: a department, within a major business, devoted exclu-
sively to analytical research. But researching what? And where? And 
how? The material that Latshaw provided gave him little to go on. 
When Parlin asked for the company’s sales materials, he later remem-
bered, he was given a circulation statement about the Ladies’ Home 
Journal and the Saturday Evening Post and a letter that “somebody had 
written in superlatives with no facts, asking a man to advertise cod-
fi sh.” He pushed it aside in exasperation. After spending three days 
going through other material that Latshaw had provided, Parlin was 
still no closer to deciding how to approach his new task. Where was 
the handle on this job? he asked himself. Had someone made him 
an offer, he later said, “I would have sold the job for two cents and 
gone back where somebody would tell me what to do.”7

In early July, Hazen traveled to Boston from his Madison Avenue 
offi ce to talk with Parlin about the work of the new Division of 
Commercial Research. Parlin hoped desperately that Hazen would 
give him direction. He showed the advertising director a long list of 
industries, arranged alphabetically, that he had compiled. “We cannot 
study industry, but we might study an industry,” he told Hazen.

Agricultural implements came fi rst on the list, and Hazen read 
no further. “We have just bought the Country Gentleman,” he said. 
“Just the thing: Go out and study agricultural implements.”

Parlin fi shed for more direction. “Where shall I begin?” he asked.
“Where you wish,” was Hazen’s matter-of-fact response. “I sup-

pose they are manufactured around Chicago. That would be a good 
place to begin.”

“How long do you want me to study agricultural implements?”
“Until you get ready to make a report. Then come back and 

make your report.”
Parlin pushed Hazen for a more defi nite assignment. “How 

much money do you want me to spend studying agricultural imple-
ments?” he asked.
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Hazen replied brusquely: “You do not understand us. Your job 
is to study agricultural implements. You go and get busy.”8

The exchange between Parlin and Hazen contains important 
clues about the corporate culture in which Commercial Research 
developed. Parlin, at Latshaw’s insistence, had been made a manager. 
As such, he was expected to function independently. Cyrus Curtis 
expected his executives to solve problems for themselves, and when 
any of them came to him for help, he was quick to say: “That’s your 
job, not mine. . . . You have a mind of your own. Use it.” Hazen, 
in essence, said the same to Parlin that day.9

The exchange also revealed Hazen’s uncertainty about Parlin’s 
role and about the whole idea of commercial research. Pointing 
Parlin toward agricultural implements made sense in that any infor-
mation he came up with would help the advertising staff understand 
something they knew little or nothing about—agriculture and 
related industries. But in doing so, he was also pushing Parlin away 
from the company’s star publications, the Journal and the Post, nei-
ther of which drew much, if any, agricultural advertising. Parlin’s 
study of farm implements would have been of minimal use to the 
staffs of those two magazines. And because he would have no con-
tact with the company’ prime advertisers, he could do nothing to 
alienate them. Instead, he was sent off on a project related to Country 
Gentleman, which was then losing money and was widely expected 
to fail. It must have seemed a safe prospect to Hazen. As Parlin later 
described his early days at Curtis: “I had nobody to bother me, 
nobody wanted anything, nobody had any information. . . . More 
research operations have been brought to naught and more hearts 
of research men have been broken by being put on the outside 
fringe of a business than through any other means.”10

That afternoon in July 1911, after Hazen’s visit to Boston, 
Latshaw helped Parlin get started by arranging a lunch appointment 
with Grant Wright, editor of the Eastern Dealer, an agricultural trade 
publication in Philadelphia. Parlin left town that night. As he stared 
into the darkness through the window of the southbound train, he 
later recalled, he felt like Sammy Weller, a young lad in one of his 
favorite books, Charles Dickens’s Pickwick Papers. Sammy’s father 
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had thrown his son into the streets of London so that he would learn 
to take care of himself. That, Mr. Weller thought, was the best 
training available. Parlin took comfort in that thought. He did not 
know how to approach the task before him, but then neither did 
anyone else. He would have to learn as he went along and adapt as 
best he could. If he was to succeed at this new job, he would have 
to rely on the skills that had brought him this far.11

“Talk Sense and You Will 
Have a Monopoly”

Growing up in Broadhead, Wisconsin, Parlin was a runt of a child 
who had a fondness for books and ginger snaps. He was a voracious 
reader of history and literature, especially the works of Washington 
Irving, James Fenimore Cooper, and Charles Dickens, and his keen 
memory earned him the nickname “walking encyclopedia.” He 
struggled with spelling and penmanship, but he excelled in public 
speaking, which he fi rst tried in grade school. He would later say 
that his ability in extemporaneous speech was his most valuable asset, 
and he carried with him a piece of advice that some sage had once 
offered him: “Don’t tell stories. Everybody does that. Talk sense and 
you will have a monopoly on your fi eld.” Parlin completed seventh 
and eighth grades in one year and high school in three years. He 
was sixteen when he graduated, and he entered the University of 
Wisconsin in the fall of 1889.12

While at Wisconsin in the 1890s, Parlin was an important mem-
ber of the debate team, which focused primarily on economic issues. 
When Wisconsin opened its Graduate School of Economics in the 
fall of 1892, Parlin and several other seniors petitioned the university 
president, seeking permission to take classes at the new school. 
When the president granted the request, Parlin booked himself 
almost entirely with courses in economics.13 Despite Parlin’s initial 
excitement about studying under Richard T. Ely—who was chair-
man of the Department of Social Sciences and who helped turn 
Wisconsin into a leading graduate program for social science and 
economics at the turn of the century—he gradually found the new 
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graduate school less than attractive. Ely openly resented having 
seniors in his graduate classes, Parlin later recalled, and tried to drive 
them away by threatening to fl unk them as a group. Parlin grew 
frustrated and left the university after the fall term, fi nishing his 
undergraduate degree by correspondence. He took a job as a high 
school teacher and a principal, an occupation in which he fl ourished 
until Stanley Latshaw convinced him that he was destined for some-
thing else.14 Despite his frustrations at Wisconsin, though, the eco-
nomic concepts he was exposed to there clearly showed through in 
his work at Commercial Research.

Overcoming Ambivalence

As Parlin researched his early reports for Curtis Publishing Com-
pany, he was not sure what he was looking for. His fi rst study, 
written in late 1911, refl ected both ambivalence and self-doubt. He 
admitted that a list he had compiled of the business done by manu-
facturers of agricultural implements was “based almost wholly upon 
general impressions rather than upon any defi nite data and is no 
doubt very inaccurate.” In a section of the report that examined the 
advertising possibilities of implement manufacturers and retailers, he 
wrote: “I hesitate to express opinions on this subject to those more 
experienced in advertising.”15

Between 1911 and about 1915, Parlin pushed aside that ambiva-
lence about his new job and developed a general style of research, 
establishing a routine for his analyses that became the standard for all 
who worked with him.16 He set out with the intent of making him-
self an expert on each of the general subjects he approached. Bor-
rowing from economics and the social sciences, he started with what 
was known about the marketplace in trade journals, business cata-
logues, and government data, and then amassed facts and proceeded 
inductively with his analysis. He interviewed the prominent manu-
facturers, jobbers, and retailers—along with many consumers—in a 
given fi eld, placing a high value on information he collected himself. 
He spent many months on the road researching each report, keeping 
detailed notes as he collected information, and forming theories 
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about the workings of the marketplace and the interactions of busi-
nesses and consumers.17

For his study of agricultural implements in 1911, he conducted 
more than 175 interviews in sixteen states, Canada, and the District 
of Columbia with businesses that ranged from windmill makers to 
lightning rod makers, manufacturers of plows and planters to trade 
publication editors, engine manufacturers, and dealers in harvesting 
equipment. For a study of textiles and department stores in 1911 
and 1912, he conducted 1,121 interviews in 165 cities, spending a 
year compiling information and writing the report. “The wider the 
scope of the inquiry and the more extensive the number of inter-
views the safer are likely to be the conclusions,” Parlin wrote in 
1914, again sounding much like a social scientist.18

In conducting his research, though, Parlin acted much like a 
reporter, seeking out experts in various aspects of industry and using 
their judgments to help form his own image of the marketplace. 
During the day, he conducted interviews. At night, he worked in 
his hotel room, often until well after midnight, poring over his notes 
and transcribing the interviews in longhand. Each transcript con-
tained the date, time, and length of interview, along with Parlin’s 
impressions of the people he spoke with. In at least one case, he 
even tabulated the responses into an opinion poll.19 Each week he 
sent his notes to a secretary, who typed them and distributed them 
to Curtis’s advertising staff. He hoped to keep the staff informed 
about his work, but he spent so much time away from the offi ce, he 
could never be sure that anyone read the pages he had submitted.20

An Economist’s Infl uence

Parlin never mentioned Ely’s infl uence on his work at Curtis; in 
fact, he once wrote of his dislike for Ely. Ely’s infl uence later became 
evident, though, not only in the theories that Parlin developed 
about the marketplace, but in the ways he went about his work and 
in the way he sought to reshape the outlook and strategy of busi-
nesses by endorsing the use of social science.21 Ely was a German-
trained economist who had been a professor at the newly formed 
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Johns Hopkins University for eleven years before moving to Wiscon-
sin in 1892, and who trained many future leaders in the social sci-
ences: Thorstein Veblen, Davis R. Dewey, John R. Commons, and 
Frederic Howe, among others. He believed in scientifi c investigation 
of practical business problems, and he favored descriptive writing 
that put problems into historical perspective. He also required stu-
dents to think and write about the effects that their economic sub-
jects had on the general welfare of society, assigning research papers 
on such topics as “The Economic Effects of Changes in Fashion” 
and “Advertising Considered From an Economic Standpoint.”22

Ely saw society as an organism composed of interdependent parts 
whose functions were essential to the well-being of the whole. He 
also saw, early in his career at least, the acquisition of goods as tied 
directly to the “progress of civilization,” though he later shifted 
toward a philosophy of “rational consumption.”23 He wrote in An 
Introduction to Political Economy, fi rst published in 1889: “We have 
reached the highest stage of economic life that has ever been attained 
by man, and yet there were never so many economic questions press-
ing for solutions as at present.” Ely and other antiformalist thinkers 
rejected notions of pre-ordained destiny and sought to explain social 
change by relating the past to the present, “to understand social 
evolution, not merely to proclaim it,” as the historian William L. 
O’Neill writes. They also rejected the formalist idea that natural laws 
explained all human behavior. The antiformalists, O’Neill says, 
“preferred evidence to logic, experience to abstract principle.” To 
Ely, economic knowledge was impossible without careful analysis, 
and he wrote that political economists needed to use induction, 
deduction, statistics, observation, and description in their studies.24

Parlin used all of those techniques in his market studies for Curtis 
Publishing. He made ample use of government statistics and com-
piled industry statistics of his own as he went about his work in the 
Division of Commercial Research. As a matter of routine, he turned 
the statistical data into charts and graphs, primarily as a means for 
identifying marketplace trends and for piecing together a rough 
overview of a market. In his report on farm implements, he relied 
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on twenty-three pie charts to show how business was distributed 
(that six companies made 80 percent of plows, for instance), and 
seven line graphs that showed trends in the industry (as in the case 
of a shrinking number of manufacturers doing an increasing volume 
of business). In his study of textiles and department stores the next 
year, he used twelve maps and more than one hundred charts.25 
These charts became one of the signatures of his work, and he used 
them to emphasize things that others had overlooked. “Often,” 
Parlin wrote, “we have found a manufacturer with the latest census 
reports at his elbow, but deeply interested in maps and graphs of the 
same census material as it applied to his own business, indicating that 
while he had perhaps read the fi gures, they came to him in a new 
light as he saw them graphed.”26

Trading Information

Parlin found that his initial compilations of statistical data gave him 
credibility when he began to investigate areas he was unfamiliar 
with. “The man who is already informed and can talk the language 
of the trade soon inspires confi dence and becomes a welcome visi-
tor,” Parlin wrote, “but on the uninformed the business world is 
too busy to waste time.” Parlin became more and more sophisticated 
in his questioning as he immersed himself in his research, and he 
used the information he gleaned to “talk shop” with business own-
ers. He often offered estimates of sales volume or turnover or the 
cost of doing business—prodding merchants either to confi rm his 
fi gures or to offer other estimates.

Other times, though, especially in the early stages of a new 
report, Parlin asked general questions about a particular industry—
how it worked, what the main companies were—and let the people 
he spoke with lead the conversations. What he found in many cases 
was that businesses would not provide information about themselves 
but that they were more than willing to provide substantial informa-
tion about their competitors. At the John Wanamaker’s department 
store in New York City, for instance, Ralph Helmer, the manager 
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of the dress goods department, kept in his desk the estimated vol-
umes of business for the city’s fourteen largest department stores. 
He freely shared the information with Parlin, who obtained similar 
information about Wanamaker’s from a Gimbel Brothers manager 
who used to work for Wanamaker’s.27

Personality was also important in dealing with business people 
who were often suspicious of his motives, and Parlin used his skill 
as a speaker and a debater to gain the confi dence of the people he 
interviewed. In many cases, he would have been turned away cold 
had he not been able to chip away at the suspicion, indifference, 
and occasionally even hostility of the people he encountered. One 
Wisconsin merchant burst into profanity when Parlin mentioned 
Curtis Publishing Company and the Saturday Evening Post.

He would not give the ____ paper two cents of his money 
nor two minutes of his time—a paper that would favor 
LaFollette was no paper for him. I told him that since I was 
a Wisconsin man, his burst of feeling was intelligible; that 
under the circumstances I would not attempt to allay his 
wrath, but would bid him good morning. He said he did not 
wish to be discourteous to me, for he supposed I was not 
responsible for the editorial policy of the paper, and if I would 
sit down, he would be glad to be of service.28

In most cases, Parlin was able to use the Curtis magazines to his 
advantage. Nearly everyone he talked with read the magazines regu-
larly and nearly all held them in high esteem. That seems to have 
helped break the ice in some cases, creating open-mindedness among 
some people who might otherwise have turned him away. That was 
the case with a Massachusetts merchant who was “at fi rst rather 
inclined to be critical of magazine advertising and to argue that the 
magazine advertising increased the cost of goods to the retailer and 
hence the consumer. He became more affable later and said that he 
was accustomed to read the Ladies’ Home Journal and especially the 
Saturday Evening Post.” He then offered Parlin the information he 
had sought.29
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Catching Ideas

Parlin based his approach to early trade investigations on Latshaw’s 
premise that “out in the minds of men . . . were ideas which would 
be of inestimable value if somebody would go out and catch them.” 
That is, Parlin proceeded under the assumption that Curtis Publish-
ing needed to understand the workings of businesses besides its own, 
that the thinking behind those businesses could be synthesized and 
made to work to the company’s benefi t, but that business and society 
were in constant fl ux, in a perpetual state of change that required 
monitoring. His thinking refl ected a combination of classical eco-
nomics (that economic growth could better the human condition 
and that competition would keep individual self-interest in check) 
and Miltonian speech (a marketplace of ideas), but also of modern 
bureaucratic idealism (that the methods of science led to effi ciency) 
and Progressive notions of specialization (that experts were needed 
to analyze complex problems and prescribe courses of action).30

The thread that held this patchwork of ideas together was adver-
tising. Although Parlin discounted his role in advertising sales, he 
used his position as a researcher to scout for advertising prospects 
and, wherever possible, to promote Curtis publications as the most 
important media to use. In a fi nal section of the 1911 agricultural 
implements report, Parlin wrote: “It was thought best to keep the 
advertising problem in the background and to seek only for indus-
trial information.” The bulk of the report—and later reports—
funneled into the section on advertising, though, and Parlin pointed 
out the companies that seemed to be the best advertising prospects. 
He rated fi rms by the size of market and gave every agricultural 
manufacturer a “grade” based on the potential for advertising.31 He 
also noted that the implement makers had generally used trade jour-
nals for advertising and that if Curtis were to gain their confi dence, 
the manufacturers would “need to be educated as to the possibility 
of creating, through advertising, a pull from the farmers.” The report 
itself was weighted toward manufacturers—the most likely prospects 
for advertising—and relied on them (nearly three-quarters of his 
interviews were with manufacturers) for most of the information. 
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At one point, Parlin even cautioned Curtis against accepting adver-
tising from mail-order implement companies because doing so might 
upset the retail businesses tied to the manufacturers.32

This emphasis on advertising gave Parlin the direction he had so 
desperately sought when he started at Curtis, leading him during his 
studies of department stores and textiles (the stores themselves were 
not big advertisers in national magazines, but the manufacturers 
were); automobiles (which accounted for up to a third of Post adver-
tising at the time); and food and household products (industries that 
collectively ranked second only to automobiles in their spending 
on national advertising during the 1910s and 1920s). Later studies 
focused on some of the other defi ning industries and issues of the 
era, such things as electricity, Prohibition, and radio—all important 
aspects of the emerging consumer economy. Consumption was trans-
forming American life, and the Division of Commercial Research 
found its mission in analyzing the changes that transformation was 
making in manufacturing, distribution, retailing, and individual 
purchasing.

An Expanding View

The desire that businesses showed for economic information during 
Parlin’s tenure at Curtis Publishing had emerged in the nineteenth 
century in what James Beninger calls a “crisis of control.” Until the 
Industrial Revolution, economies ran at a “human pace.” That is, 
products were made by hand, crops were harvested by hand, and 
trade was primarily conducted face to face. Industrialization sped up 
this process, and for several decades the means of processing and 
communicating information about business and industry lagged 
behind the ability to harness energy and apply it to manufacturing 
and transportation. Producers operated in a vacuum of sorts. They 
could keep track of their own businesses, which were expanding 
their ability to produce, but they had little knowledge of the overall 
marketplace, of supplies of raw materials, or of distribution and retail 
sales. Until the advent of such things as trademarks, consumer pack-
aging, and mass advertising, manufacturers were essentially at the 
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mercy of wholesalers and retailers, who continually haggled with 
them over such things as quantity discounts, profi t margins, shelf 
display, and treatment of competitors’ products. Increasingly, manu-
facturers sought out and used information about such things as busi-
ness practices, competitors, and product distribution as a means of 
better infl uencing the marketplace and their own destinies.33

Large-scale mass production had also created a need for managers 
to oversee the many facets of business and industry. These new pro-
fessional executives were expected to take a long-range, broad view 
of the marketplace—a much different perspective than the propri-
etor of a small, local business had in the nineteenth century. They 
sought the advice of specialists on the potential effects of decisions, 
and they attempted to use information to help control some of the 
uncertainties of the marketplace.34 “The manager who knows his 
market conditions and can accurately forecast the needs of his trade, 
can seize opportunities for immediate profi t which his less market-
wise competitor must forgo,” the trade journal Printers’ Ink said in 
1915. “That is one of the reasons why selling knowledge is so indis-
pensable a part of the equipment of a competent executive.”35

One of the early manifestations of this desire to control the 
uncertainties of business was scientifi c management. First put to use 
in the 1890s, scientifi c management sought to eliminate waste and 
reduce production costs while prodding factory workers to increase 
their productivity.36 This thinking spread into the advertising indus-
try at the turn of the century as industry leaders called for making 
advertising more effi cient and more predictable by focusing on the 
right people with the right publications and the right products. As 
early as 1879, the N. W. Ayer advertising agency conducted what 
is often credited as being the fi rst market study, wiring state offi cials 
and publishers across the country, requesting information about 
grain production for a client, and using that information to create 
an advertising plan.37 “The present-day tendency on the part of the 
experienced advertisers,” wrote the advertising agents Earnest Elmo 
Calkins and Ralph Holden in 1905, “is to get at the facts—to reduce 
the art of advertising to a science—to develop what may be called 
the mathematics of advertising.”38
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Applying Psychology

This “mathematics of advertising” was primarily an attempt to use 
the new social science of psychology to develop theories about how 
advertising worked and how it might work better, including such 
techniques as “keying,” or coding, coupon ads so that advertisers 
could determine which publications drew the most responses, and 
the use of experiments in which people were asked to view a variety 
of trademarks and to tell which left the greatest impression and what 
product was associated with each trademark.39 At the Lord & Thomas 
advertising agency in Chicago, Albert Lasker, a young salesman, 
nurtured a “record of results” department and made it a prime selling 
point of the agency. The agency’s clients submitted weekly reports 
about such things as responses to advertisements and sales that could 
be attributed to retail campaigns.40 In Philadelphia, the advertising 
agent N. W. Ayer & Sons used its information bureau to collect 
clippings and statistical information and to conduct research into 
product use.41 And in New York, the J. Walter Thompson advertis-
ing agency said in 1904:

When a manufacturer or merchant comes to us for advice 
about putting his goods more prominently before the public, 
we investigate his possible market. We look around to see 
whether the fi eld is entirely covered by his rivals, whether 
he could obtain at least a local foothold, even if a national 
trade was denied him. We study with painstaking fi delity the 
exact status of his branch of industry and its susceptibility to 
development.42

One of the most prominent proponents of applying psychology to 
advertising was Walter Dill Scott, a professor at Northwestern Uni-
versity, who focused on using advertising to infl uence minds through 
such means as perception, suggestion, and the association of ideas.43

The agencies were among many other businesses that had delved 
into research. In 1911, the Chicago Tribune claimed to have “accurate 
knowledge of Chicago as a market,” information that it said it would 
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provide “to manufacturers who want to know the best and quickest 
way to secure distribution.” It later backed up those claims with 
publications like its Book of Facts, which stressed the importance of 
the Upper Midwest and promoted the Tribune’s reach in that area.44 
In mid-1911, the two-year-old Business Bourse of New York, 
under the direction of J. George Frederick, former editor of Printers’ 
Ink, announced that it planned to provide research in selling and 
advertising, including “tests upon consumers for labels, trademarks, 
color schemes, and even for advertisements along psychological, 
optical science and other lines.”45 That same year, the Harvard Busi-
ness School created its Bureau of Business Research “for the purpose 
of investigation of business problems, primarily for the problem of 
distribution of products.” It began publishing a journal two years 
later with a “distinctly tentative” report on the shoe industry, with 
a promise that its future work would provide “valid conclusions of 
great practical and theoretical importance.”46

By the early 1910s, according to the marketing historian Law-
rence C. Lockley, “there was a considerable amount of market 
research going on—enough to allow conclusions on techniques 
gradually to crystallize, and to broaden the interest of the business 
public.”47 Printers’ Ink carried many articles that referred to market 
research either directly or tangentially as advertising practitioners 
discussed the logistics and results of research.48 By 1914, there was 
no lack of self-proclaimed “experts” willing to conduct market 
analyses, Printers’ Ink said, but it warned businesses to be wary, say-
ing: “An engineer who offered complete specifi cations for a million-
dollar viaduct for $50 would get scanty consideration, and the same 
reasoning applies to the ‘expert’ who promises a complete market 
analysis for the price of a round-trip ticket to Omaha.”49

Showing How It Could Be Done

The reference to cost was telling because the collection of national 
data about business and industry was time consuming and expen-
sive. As Parlin traveled the country conducting research for Curtis, 
he found that many people—including W. A. Scott, one of his 
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economics professors at Wisconsin—were surprised that an indi-
vidual company was taking on such ambitious nationwide research 
projects. In many cases, the people Parlin spoke to thought that only 
the growing authority of Washington could force businesses to 
divulge fi nancial information that was usually considered sensitive 
and confi dential—a claim that the government itself made.50 Gov-
ernment agencies were indeed the most prolifi c sources of data on 
industry and society, especially during the Progressive Era. The cen-
sus offi ce, the primary compiler of national statistics, achieved per-
manent status in 1902.51 In the early 1800s, the statistics it gathered 
were used mostly by congressmen, local politicians, and almanac 
publishers, but those statistics grew more elaborate and sophisticated 
in the late nineteenth century as the census charted the growth, 
industrialization, and urbanization of American society.52 By the end 
of the century, business associations, reformers, and university pro-
fessors lobbied for the census to include more and more information 
that they could use, helping change the census from strictly a tool 
for the apportionment of Congress to an instrument to monitor the 
state of American society.53

By the turn of the century, several other governmental agencies 
had begun compiling nationwide statistics as well, mostly through 
such administrative work as collecting taxes and logging the arrival 
of immigrants. The federal Bureau of Education produced annual 
or biennial statistics on public school systems, the Interstate Com-
merce Commission published extensive information about railroads, 
and the Geological Survey published statistics on mineral produc-
tion. Agencies such as the Bureau of Corporations and the Bureau 
of Statistics followed everything from production to transportation 
to marketing, as well as imports and exports.54 George Cortelyou, 
secretary of commerce and labor, said in 1904:

One of the most important methods of aiding commerce 
is to give to those engaged in it such defi nite information 
regarding existing conditions as will enable them intelli-
gently to determine the classes of articles which can be most 
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profi tably produced, the sections to which they should be 
produced, and the agencies through which they can best be 
placed before prospective customers.

His department, which was created the year before, was doing just 
that with monthly and yearly statements on exports and semiweekly 
statements on commercial conditions.55

Local governments also sought guidance through research, espe-
cially as they tried to rid themselves of long-entrenched corruption. 
New York City’s Bureau of Municipal Research was formed in 1906, 
and it became a model for similar agencies in Philadelphia, Chicago, 
Cincinnati, Milwaukee, and other cities. A university bureau move-
ment soon followed as academia sought, as a public service, to collect 
and furnish information on all phases of city government, from ad-
ministrative problems to control of public utilities. The fi rst uni-
versity bureau was created at Wisconsin in 1909 as an arm of its 
extension service. The University of Kansas established a similar bu-
reau about the same time, and others were created at Illinois (1911), 
Washington (1912), California (1913), and Minnesota (1913).56

Despite this wealth of information that emerged from various 
government agencies in the early 1900s, businesses began to fi nd that 
many important statistics were still missing, especially those related 
to retailing and distribution. In 1905 there were no accurate lists of 
such things as drugstores, grocery stores, or hardware stores, the type 
of goods they carried, or the volume of goods they sold each year—
lists that would help map patterns of consumption. At the time 
Parlin undertook his study of textiles and department stores in 1911 
and 1912, no consumer-product distribution census had ever been 
taken. He noted in 1914 that the federal government had compiled 
“numberless volumes of statistics on manufactures, but it throws 
almost no light at all upon the statistics of jobbing and retailing.” 
Until the late 1920s, the government focused primarily on produc-
tion. Detailed information about an emerging consumer society had 
yet to be gathered. That is where Parlin and his colleagues found 
their niche.57
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What Was Commercial Research?

In his reports for Curtis Publishing Company, Charles Coolidge 
Parlin seized upon both the emerging agenda and the trusted 
ideals of American business to provide himself a foundation of 

credibility. The thinking behind his early research reports repre-
sented many of the principal concerns of contemporary business and 
industry: the potential of national advertising, the importance of the 
consumer, the potential of national and regional markets, the value 
of expert opinion, the future of the jobber and the retailer, the 
potential and also the weaknesses of government data. He also fol-
lowed a line of thinking that had long been espoused in American 
society but that was taking on new importance in an emerging 
information age: that knowledge was power. “Knowledge is the 
foundation of modern merchandising,” Parlin wrote in 1914, “and 
as competition grows more intense, it becomes more apparent that 
the manufacturer must know in order to succeed.”1

That belief in the power of information guided Parlin and his 
colleagues as they began to form a core philosophy for the Division 
of Commercial Research. With little guidance from within the 
organization, and with little practical knowledge of the world of 
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advertising, Parlin drew from his background in education, debate, 
and social science, and from the statistical research that was emerging 
in government and business at the time, as he sought to explain the 
marketplace in systematic ways. In the end, his reports were almost 
anthropological, describing the culture of department stores or farm 
implement dealerships, taking into account the thinking of the man-
ufacturer, the distributor, the retailer, and the customer and how 
they all interacted to create consumer sales. Sales—as well as the 
actions of industrial concerns in the marketplace—were not random, 
not caused by chance. They could be codifi ed and explained if the 
right factors were investigated.

The work that Parlin and his Division of Commercial Research 
did was hardly as neutral as “explaining,” though. Each research 
project was guided by the biases and aspirations of the company, its 
employees, clients, and competitors. In most cases, Parlin did not 
ask new questions as much as he asked questions that people thought 
they had answers for but had never investigated for themselves: How 
did individual businesses fi t into the broader scope of an industry 
locally and nationally? How was the chain of distribution between 
producer and consumer set up, and did it operate effi ciently? What 
areas of cities, states, and the country offered the most potential for 
sales of new products and increased consumption of existing prod-
ucts? What cultural infl uences affected the operations of business and 
the choices that people were offered and made in purchases?

As Parlin and his staff began to establish a routine for their work 
and began to give shape to the idea of Commercial Research, four 
core ideas guided their thinking and their approaches: that the mar-
ket for consumer goods was a national market, not just a regional 
market; that rural areas and farms offered the greatest potential for 
sales growth and represented, in many respects, the true national 
market; that advertising, especially Curtis advertising, was essential 
for extending the reach of a product; and that information about 
consumers and the marketplace was essential for creating company 
strategy and for expanding the base of consumer products. Those 
guiding forces were not immediately apparent to Parlin, though. 
They began to take shape as he proceeded with his work, as he 
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interviewed people in business and industry, as he spoke with his 
colleagues, and as he was forced to answer a crucial question about 
his work: What was commercial research?

Facing the Skeptics

As he moved from city to city, interview to interview, in 1911 and 
1912, Parlin began to clarify the purpose of his work. At the Stude-
baker Corporation in South Bend, Indiana, he was forced to explain 
his intentions to several people before he spoke with one of the 
company superintendents. “What is there in it for us?” the superin-
tendent asked. Parlin replied: “Directly nothing, sir. The Curtis Pub-
lishing Company desire this information that they may better use 
their advertising pages to develop industry.”2 In 1913, when Parlin 
and Henry Sherwood Youker, his fi rst assistant, compiled an Ency-
clopedia of Cities, they described their work as a search for “accurate, 
fi rst-hand information on industrial conditions throughout the coun-
try.”3 And when a skeptical manufacturer questioned the worth of 
Parlin’s textile study, Parlin explained that the intent was “to fi nd 
those tendencies which are fundamental and were therefore probably 
enduring, and separate them from the tendencies which were ephem-
eral and would be changed in a year or two, perhaps in a day.”4

The idea of “fundamental tendencies” or “fundamental eco-
nomic laws”—such things as consumer tastes and the general condi-
tions of the national or regional economy or of a specifi c industry—
became central to Parlin’s thinking during his career. Through 
observation and qualitative analysis, he tried to identify important 
components of American culture and determine how manufacturers 
and retailers could turn those cultural ideals into increased consump-
tion of consumer products and, ultimately, into increased profi t. 
These “laws” or “tendencies,” Parlin said, differed from “fads” or 
other short-term economic or social tendencies. For example, in his 
report on the automobile industry in 1913 and 1914, Parlin said that 
motor cars had tapped into long-held desires for improved “individ-
ual rapid transportation.” The desire for automobiles went deeper, 
though, and was based on utility (“it facilitated business and broad-
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ened one’s horizons”); a desire for distinction (“a longing for the 
possession of a rare thing that would separate the owner from the 
common herd”); a fad (“a craze in which the psychology of the 
masses impelled individuals to make purchases not warranted by 
their needs or buying power”); and a shortage of supply (which 
heightened the desire of the other three aspects).5

As automobiles became more common—between 1904 and 
1914, production grew from about 20,000 to about 400,000 cars 
annually—the dynamics of desire for them changed, Parlin said. 
People found that the automobile shortened distances, made new 
places available for easy travel, and provided stimulation through 
outdoor riding. What once was a fad, Parlin said, had become a 
“permanent desire.” He predicted that automobiles would continue 
to become more common and would be a vital part of American 
life for many years to come.6 Relatedly, as the supply of automo-
biles caught up with demand, the dynamics of buying changed. 
People no longer rushed to purchase whatever automobile was 
offered, but instead scrutinized the choices more closely. Men, espe-
cially, had learned about automobile mechanics and quizzed dealers 
about such things as carburetors, radiators, motors, and ignition sys-
tems. Owners also found that automobiles could be quite expensive 
to operate and maintain, and so before they bought a new car, they 
began to compare models for costs of such things as tires and fuel. 
They had also seen many manufacturers go out of business. That 
made getting parts and accessories diffi cult and therefore made the 
cars of defunct companies worth less than others. So before buying, 
many people began looking into the fi nancial soundness of a com-
pany and the kind of service it and the dealer would offer, gathering 
information themselves in much the same way the business world 
was gathering information about consumers and the marketplace. 
The “purchaser of today is very different from the purchaser of 
yesterday,” Parlin wrote, “and retailers have been compelled to 
revolutionize their methods in order to meet the changed demands 
of their patrons.”7

Like the textile market (which he had studied the previous 
year), Parlin said, the automobile market was being shaped by several 
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additional underlying factors: the larger the city, the higher the 
expenses for a merchant; the farther west a company was located in 
the United States, the higher its costs, mainly for shipping; and the 
higher the grade of merchandise offered, the higher the cost of doing 
business. Other changes had begun to take place in automobile 
retailing by 1914 as well, Parlin said: Cars had begun to be sold on 
credit; merchants needed more start-up capital than they had in the 
past, and they needed salesmanship and “mechanical ingenuity” to 
see to repairs; heightened competition had forced price cutting, 
which reduced retailers’ margins of profi t; trading in secondhand 
cars had created a competing market of sorts for the new car dealer; 
and manufacturers had begun to produce annual models, which 
reduced the selling season and required that old models be sold off 
each year, often at a heavy discount.8

These types of tendencies governed all business, Parlin said, not 
just the automobile business. They could be understood, but like 
the laws of nature, they could not be changed. Businesses that “go 
with the economic currents ride to prosperity, while those who try 
to stem the tide are doomed sooner or later to failure,” Parlin said.9 
Understanding these “economic currents” required research. “Every 
manufacturer,” Parlin wrote in article for Printers’ Ink in 1914, 
“should know where his goods are sold, who buys them and why 
they are bought, what type of men are selling his goods to consum-
ers, what infl uences are affecting them, what their sales methods and 
sales costs are, to what extent they are real factors in making sales 
and to what extent they are only order-takers.” He said manufactur-
ers also needed to understand the geographic distribution of a prod-
uct: regional differences, rural versus urban, even variances within 
a city. That was especially important when dealing with a jobber, a 
middleman who often knew little about retailers’ problems or about 
the geographic breakdown of sales. The manufacturer also needed 
to study potential markets and how they could be developed, he 
said, what new uses could be found for a product, what obstacles 
might exist to new sales and how they could be removed, how 
retailers could be recruited, and how consumers could best be 
reached. (These questions are similar to those that later arose when 
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the J. Walter Thompson advertising agency began setting up its 
market research operation.)10 In other words, Parlin sought informa-
tion that would break down barriers to consumption.11

Scientifi c Infl uence

The scores of interviews that Parlin conducted provided the basis of 
his reports, and he made generous use of the material he gathered 
in his qualitative analyses of industries and the marketplace, melding 
the philosophies of social science with the profi t-driven motives of 
industrial capitalism. Parlin’s notions of science were really those of 
applied science. That is, he sought not to understand business, soci-
ety, or the human condition as a means of intellectual exercise and 
a higher order of learning, but rather to help businesses improve 
their profi t margins. He did not offer the technical expertise that 
engineers used in applying new technology to industry, but rather 
he offered the methods of a social scientist and an economist in 
helping businesses understand the dynamics of marketplace capital-
ism and how businesses could position themselves in new markets 
and against competitors.12

At the heart of this philosophy, as Susan Strasser writes, was the 
idea that markets were malleable and constantly changing as new 
products entered into the mix. Through research, businesses came 
to see an opportunity not only for understanding markets, but for 
creating them. Demand, they thought, could be manufactured just 
as products could be manufactured. Under the old producer system 
of supply and demand, the exhaustion of a supply told manufacturers 
it was time to produce more goods. The new mass market, which 
used enormous amounts of raw material and required a large labor 
supply, needed more extensive information if it was to operate 
smoothly. This mass market sought predictability, and market research 
gradually came to be seen as an important tool for understanding 
the market and predicting how it would respond to a product.13

Parlin engaged in considerable prediction of the consumer mar-
ket, but he saw his job not primarily as a means to predict but as a 
means to interpret. His market studies often amounted to portraits 
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of various industries within the overall marketplace. Because the 
fi gures he received from merchants and manufacturers often 
amounted to estimates or even wild guesses, he developed formulas 
and theories, based on his observations and on information he 
trusted, that could be applied to areas that were in doubt. For 
instance, he estimated the volume of business of department stores 
by taking into consideration the amount of fl oor space in the store; 
how closely the merchandise was packed; the class of merchandise; 
the number and appearance of the clerks; the number and appear-
ance of the customers (important because people with more money 
spent more, he said); the location of the store; and the “mercantile 
possibilities of the city,” which, along with the store’s location, 
determined the class of patrons. He combined his estimates with the 
estimates he obtained in interviews, and he revisited a store if the 
estimates varied greatly.14

A Philosophy of Buying

Parlin also identifi ed the consumer as the key to all merchandising 
and was one of many in the business world who helped create a 
vision of the consumer. Businesses had always thought of the con-
sumer in some sense. Production was useless without someone to 
consume the end product. And yet, in most minds, production was 
clearly king. In the late eighteenth century, in his classic Wealth of 
Nations, Adam Smith wrote that “in the mercantile system the inter-
est of the consumer is almost constantly sacrifi ced to that of the pro-
ducer.” The importance of the consumer grew in the century that 
followed, but so did an ambivalence about that increasing impor-
tance. In 1882, the political economist Robert Ellis Thompson 
argued that “mere consumers” who failed to recognize the impor-
tance of production—and to participate in such a system—were 
self-defeating. Ten years later, economists who studied consumption 
struggled to be seen on an equal plane as those who studied produc-
tion, and “economic man”—the term economists often used to 
explain self-interested consumer behavior—was seen as someone 
more interested in acquiring wealth than in acquiring goods.15
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As Charles McGovern writes, though, in the 1890s use of the 
term consumers replaced the public and took on a meaning separate 
from the long-used customers. That change took place, he says, 
because producers of goods became increasingly separated from 
those who bought and used their goods. Those producers never 
met face to face with buyers; that was a function of retailers. After 
1910, advertisers and marketers like Parlin began to shape the idea 
of the consumer, melding it with the idea of citizen and infusing 
it with notions of progress. They saw these new citizen-consumers 
as wielding great power in the marketplace, yet they also saw 
them as malleable children who needed to be “educated” with 
advertising.16

Parlin acknowledged both of these issues in his early studies. 
In his analysis of the farm implement market in 1911, he said that 
farmers held the real power because they bought the equipment 
that manufacturers made and that dealers sold. He pursued that idea 
further in his study of department stores in 1912. Manufacturers, 
jobbers, and retailers had been fi ghting among each other for con-
trol of and prestige in the textile market. Amid this competition, 
the voice of consumers, especially that of women,17 became more 
powerful than any of those that controlled the merchandise. Both 
manufacturers and retailers sought to expand their trade and their 
profi ts, but they could not do so without catering to the wants of 
the consumer in a mass market. Researchers might gather data 
about such things as production, distribution, sales, and profi ts, but 
the underlying purpose of any such work was understanding the 
psychology of the consumer, or as Parlin said, the “philosophy of 
buying.”18

For instance, he explained the structure of department stores 
with a theory of how people—especially women—shopped. Women 
were crucial to department stores, Parlin said, because women scru-
tinized major purchases much more than men did and insisted on 
comparing values—but only in certain types of goods. Parlin divided 
purchases into three categories: convenience goods, emergency 
goods, and shopping goods—categories that quickly became touch-
stones of marketing. Convenience goods were small, insignifi cant 
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items that people needed in everyday life, things like groceries or 
apron gingham or stockings. These types of goods were bought at 
the most convenient locations, as were emergency goods—things 
like medicines or other necessities that people needed in a hurry. 
Shopping goods—things like dresses and suits and high-grade under-
wear—required deliberation before purchase. Women investigated 
purchases of these goods thoroughly, comparing styles and prices to 
make sure they got the best value.19

This comparison shopping, Parlin said, had in large part shaped 
the structure of the modern department store. The largest and the 
smallest cities each had no fewer than three stores in which women 
could compare values, and in all the cities he investigated, he found 
a uniformity in per capita spending on these types of merchandise. 
He said the stores themselves had done much to shape the psychol-
ogy of buying by stocking a variety of goods that made comparison 
possible, and by buying advertisements that promoted bargain hunt-
ing.20 “But viewed as a movement, the department stores have suc-
ceeded because they have fi lled an economic need. They furnished 
shopping facilities, and women’s trade quickly followed a natural 
course toward concentration.”21

On the production end of consumer products, he divided indus-
tries into two broad categories: those that made “utilities” and those 
that made “style goods.” The consumer bought utilities, he said, 
“solely on the basis of quality or effi ciency for the price and without 
thought of their pleasing his taste or fancy.” He gave the example 
of agricultural implements, which were strictly utilitarian and had 
no hint of cachet. Style goods, on the other hand, appealed “to 
individual tastes and fancies. In general they are the lines that involve 
the element of adornment and display,” such things as clothing, 
jewelry, and household furnishings and decorations. Many items, 
like clothing and furniture, fell into both categories. The distinction 
was important, though, Parlin said, because companies that manu-
factured utilities “tend toward concentration, while those dealing in 
style items move toward dispersion of the market,” essentially seek-
ing out narrower niche markets.22
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Illumination in Selection

Besides the theories that Parlin used, his selection of research topics 
illuminates the thinking behind Commercial Research. For the fi rst 
study of agricultural implements, the selection of a research area was 
happenstance. The next three studies (of department stores and gen-
eral textiles, automobiles, and food products and household sup-
plies), which consumed Parlin and an assistant for nearly fi ve years, 
were clearly not. Department stores, the subject of Parlin’s second 
study, were not big advertisers in Curtis’s national magazines. 
Rather, they spent large sums in local newspapers. The makers of 
textiles (such as women’s and men’s clothing and other goods sold 
in the department stores) were big advertisers, though.

Similarly, Parlin’s Encyclopedia of Cities (1913), based in part on 
department store sales, gave Curtis advertisers a sense of how cities 
and regions compared in terms of wealth and sales of consumer 
goods, and how exploitable those areas might be for new products. 
His studies of the automobile industry (1914) and the food and 
household products industries (1914–1917) were of major impor-
tance to the Saturday Evening Post and the Ladies’ Home Journal. (See 
Table 3.1.) The Post’s explosive growth in the 1910s and 1920s was 
fueled in large part by the automobile industry, which accounted 
for about a third of its advertising revenues,23 and by advertising 
from manufacturers of food and household products. The Journal 
likewise carried a large amount of advertising from makers and 
distributors of food and household products, such companies as 
Procter & Gamble, Palmolive, Pepsodent, Postum Cereal, and 
Quaker Oats.24 Curtis had a clear interest in better understanding 
the workings—and the potential—of both markets. A continuing 
boom in the sales of automobiles could have meant (and did mean) 
an ongoing boom for the Post. If the automobile were only a tem-
porary phenomenon, as some people thought, then Post ad salesmen 
would need to look to new areas for advertisers.25

That sort of reliance on national industries forced Curtis to take 
a broad view of the marketplace. For example, the textile study and 
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the Encyclopedia of Cities that Parlin and Youker produced in 1913 
(and that two other staff members updated in 1921) were relatively 
simple in their design, but they acted as a census of retail distribution 
nearly twenty years before the government conducted a similar, 
more extensive study. For each city in the United States with a 
population of more than 5,000, the Curtis studies provided such 
information as how many people from a region regularly shopped 
in each city, what nationality or race those people were, whether 
the city was primarily residential or industrial, what the primary 

Table 3.1 Post’s and Journal’s Shares of Total Spending* in the 
Largest Categories of Magazine Advertising, 1911–1915

  Total Post Journal
Category Year Spending ($) Share (%) Share (%)

Food 1911 3,009,318 18 18
 1912 3,472,007 19 18
 1913 3,274,764 22 18
 1914 3,457,358 21 18
 1915 3,366,210 19 18

Automobiles 1911 1,863,088 54 0.7
 1912 2,213,231 55 0.6
 1913 1,918,491 62 0.5
 1914 2,115,286 68 —
 1915 2,663,643 52 6.0

Soap, cleansers 1911 872,585 13 20
 1912 1,052,194 13 22
 1913 1,169,453 16 22
 1914 1,225,318 18 21
 1915 1,223,540 16 20

Toilet goods 1911 999,593 19 10
 1912 1,245,287 19 15
 1913 1,226,708 19 14
 1914 1,398,742 22 17
 1915 1,300,137 20 16

Miscellaneous household 1911 953,903 15 17
 1912 978,195 17 19
 1913 909,781 20 19
 1914 973,816 21 17
 1915 877,644 22 19

(continued)
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Table 3.1 Continued

  Total Post Journal
Category Year Spending ($) Share (%) Share (%)

Women’s ready-to-wear clothing 1911 944,812 5 32
 1912 962,603 4 31
 1913 845,301 6 31
 1914 746,194 6 33
 1915 565,288 2 34

Musical instruments 1911 752,827 25 7
 1912 922,024 35 12
 1913 841,680 42 11
 1914 709,550 35 13
 1915 791,469 36 8

Offi ce supplies 1911 710,936 44 6
 1912 817,320 52 3
 1913 706,306 55 4
 1914 743,990 49 4
 1915 548,357 58 2

Tobacco 1911 299,569 64 0
 1912 587,897 67 0
 1913 717,824 58 0
 1914 953,640 43 0
 1915 1,313,369 59 0

Men’s ready-to-wear clothing 1911 516,023 73 0
 1912 532,930 77 0
 1913 584,277 82 0
 1914 576,498 85 0
 1915 543,726 82 0

*Among 38 magazines in 1911; 37 in 1912; 36 in 1913–1915; 40 in 1916.

Source: “Leading Advertisers, 1911–1916,” Curtis Publishing Company papers, Rare Book and Manuscript 
Library, University of Pennsylvania, Box 121.

industries were, and what the leading department stores, general 
stores, or dry-goods stores were. The information was based on 
Parlin’s observations and travels, and on letters that he and Youker 
had sent to city clerks in the areas they could not visit. Samuel Kin-
ney and Milford Baker used much the same format when they 
updated the volume eight years later, adding estimates of the whole-
sale grocery business for the 108 largest U.S. cities, providing com-
parative data not only on the grocery business but on department 
stores and wholesale dry goods for 1912 and 1921.26
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In the original Encyclopedia of Cities, Parlin admitted that many 
of the fi gures were little more than estimates, but he thought that 
even such estimates should be “suggestive to a sales organization.” 
That is, they mapped the general amounts of consumption in each 
city, based on department store sales, and provided one of the fi rst 
means of comparison for the volume of retail business by city. “The 
volume of department store business in any city is the result not of 
chance but of economic conditions,” Parlin wrote, “and if these 
conditions are understood, the amount of department store business 
may be computed with considerable accuracy.”27

Other Commercial Research studies through the mid-1920s 
were often more narrowly focused, but all analyzed industries and 
issues that the Curtis Advertising Department considered important. 
Such studies as “Farm Tractors” (1916), “Canned Soup” (1917), 
“Electrical Industry” (1917), “Oleomargarine” (1919), “Canned 
Beans” (1919), “Coal-Tar Dyes” (1919), “National Prohibition” 
(1920), “Automobile Tires” (1920), “Motor Trucks” (1920), “Auto-
mobile Markets” (1920), “Retail Hardware Stores” (1920), “Machine 
Tools” (1920), “Department Store Lines” (1920–1921), “The Gas 
Industry” (1921), “Radio” (1925), and “Automobiles” (1926) carried 
matter-of-fact, mundane titles, but their contents contained analyses 
that interpreted contemporary issues for Curtis employees and rein-
forced the use of advertising, especially Curtis advertising, as crucial 
to success.28

For instance, “Coal-Tar Dyes” used a combination of interviews 
and questionnaires to compile information about one of the main 
concerns in American fashion in the 1910s: color of clothing. Before 
World War I, Germany had supplied three-quarters of the dyes used 
in American-made clothing. That supply was cut off during the war. 
Afterward many companies and consumers refused to use German-
made dyes because doing so would be seen as anti-American. The 
substitute dyes created in the United States were widely considered 
inferior, though, and clothing manufacturers refused to guarantee 
the color retention of their products.29 As in nearly every Curtis 
study, the dye report insisted that advertising could be used to over-
come “unreasonable prejudices, and to create a favorable attitude” 
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toward new products, in this case, American-made dyes. Within 
these justifi cations for advertising also lay Curtis’s justifi cations for a 
consumer society—primarily that advertising and the ensuing con-
sumption it encouraged helped manufacturers (by enabling them to 
sell more and to retain the best employees), employees (by pushing 
them to work harder and produce more and better products), and 
consumers (by urging them to buy more) to achieve higher and 
higher standards of greatness. That is, advertising and consumption 
all meant “progress” of the nation. “Advertising will help every fac-
tor in your business as it has in that of many great American manu-
facturers,” the dye report said.30

Despite claims by company executives that Curtis wanted only 
the best advertisers, the question put forth in Commercial Research 
reports was rarely whether to promote a product, but rather how best 
to promote that product. Commercial Research promised that 
through the wise application of market information it could point 
the way to effi cient distribution and, in turn, greater profi tability. 
In doing so, it not only justifi ed the use of advertising but argued 
for the necessity of continuing market research. That is, information 
(research) explained the importance of providing more information 
(advertising), which in turn spurred product sales and created a need 
for even more research so that businesses could keep up with a 
dynamic marketplace. Consumerism was changing not only the cul-
ture of American society, but the culture of American business.

Purpose in Form

The presentation of the Commercial Research reports, although not 
crucial to their contents, nonetheless was an added means of enhanc-
ing their credibility. Bound in black or red leather and embossed 
with gold lettering, the volumes contained from a few dozen to a 
few hundred pages of typescript text. They had a serious, authorita-
tive look, much like an academic thesis or dissertation. The text of 
the reports was double-spaced on one side, with hand-drawn charts, 
maps, or graphs, and occasionally photographs inserted on left-hand 
pages within or at the beginnings of chapters. Various sections of 
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the reports were divided by cover pages, to which were attached 
embossed leather tabs with descriptions of the sectional contents or 
letters for an alphabetized index. The early volumes often contained 
foldout U.S. maps that showed the routes Parlin and his colleagues 
had taken and the cities they had visited on their research trips. Each 
report also contained single-spaced transcripts of each interview 
conducted. The interviews were dated and placed chronologically 
either at the back of various volumes or in a volume of their own.

Although the general physical characteristics of each report were 
similar, the size and organization of individual reports varied. Parlin’s 
fi rst report, the study of agricultural implements, was a single volume 
of 460 typescript pages, of which more than 150 pages were taken 
up by single-spaced transcripts of interviews. Parlin’s analysis required 
about 100 double-spaced pages and took the form of an extended 
outline. It had four appendices, including an overview of agricultural 
implement manufacturers, and a ranking of those manufacturers 
based on Parlin’s assessment of their advertising potential.31 The 
textile study, Parlin’s second report, consisted of three volumes and 
2,805 pages of double-spaced analysis, single-spaced interviews 
(1,121 of them), indices, appendices, charts, and maps. A fourth 
volume consisted of more than 200 pages of textile samples.32 Parlin 
and Youker’s study of automobiles consisted of fi ve volumes,33 and 
their study of food products and household supplies consisted of six 
volumes.34 Later reports were generally less voluminous—sometimes 
amounting to only a single thin volume—although through the 1930s, 
the Commercial Research reports often consisted of at least two 
volumes and hundreds of typescript pages.35

The reports were prepared by an offi ce staff that ranged from 
about ten to thirty people through the 1910s, with a substantially 
larger staff in the 1920s and 1930s. One copy of each report went 
to the advertising director, one to Parlin, and at least one to each of 
Curtis’s advertising offi ces in New York, Boston, Chicago, San Fran-
cisco, and Philadelphia.36 The sheer bulk of the full reports prevented 
Curtis from mass producing them, although company executives’ 
initial skepticism of Parlin’s work gave them little incentive to dis-
tribute the reports widely.
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The exhaustive nature of the reports served two purposes, 
though: First, in many cases no one had ever assembled such infor-
mation about distribution, selling, and consumption on such a wide 
scale, and Parlin and his colleagues saw a need to examine nearly 
every scrap of information they could fi nd. Everything was new and 
everything was potentially useful. At the same time, their credibility 
was on the line, and they used their voluminous fi ndings as a shield 
against criticism. If people had doubts about the validity of the 
reports, they could read the interviews, check the sources, and see 
for themselves where the information had come from.

Parlin was also concerned about the confi dentiality of his sources.37 
Many manufacturers, retailers, and jobbers spoke candidly with him, 
and he seemed compelled not to violate their confi dence by circulat-
ing proprietary information or comments. Also, by keeping the reports 
in its offi ces, Curtis could easily control who saw Parlin’s research and 
could prevent competing magazines from copying the material and 
passing it off as their own.

No log of who looked at the Commercial Research volumes 
has survived, if one was ever kept. The main points that Parlin made, 
though, were widely disseminated. Curtis advertising representatives 
frequently took Parlin’s reports with them when they made calls on 
customers, showing them the work that Commercial Research was 
doing.38 The company also encouraged advertising agents, manu-
facturers, wholesalers, and retailers to stop by one of Curtis’s adver-
tising offi ces to look over the books in detail “under proper condi-
tions,” presumably with a Curtis employee present.39 The company 
seems to have tried to increase a desire for Parlin’s full reports by 
limiting access to them, especially in view of a widespread promo-
tional campaign that Curtis undertook for Commercial Research in 
1913 and 1914.

Condensed versions of the reports—frequently based on speeches 
that Parlin made—were often printed and widely distributed by 
Curtis and by the organizations to which Parlin spoke. Others 
appeared in trade journals, such as Printers’ Ink, and in various house 
organs and specialty publications. In the early 1920s, the company 
kept “a selected list” of 700 advertising agents and a mailing list of 
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8,000 names of advertisers and potential advertisers to which it sent 
promotional material.40 During the 1910s and 1920s, Parlin was 
sought after as a speaker at meetings and conferences around the 
country. He spoke to such groups as the National Dairy Council, 
the National Coffee Roasters Association, the Davenport Bed Mak-
ers of America, the Machinery Builders Society, the National Hard-
ware Association, the Associated Advertising Clubs of the World, 
the Kansas City Tractor Show, and the National Association of 
Credit Men. Although no record of the exact number of speeches 
and presentations he gave survives, by his own estimate he spoke at 
more than one hundred meetings with automobile manufacturers 
after his report on automobiles was completed in 1914; and he had 
more than two hundred meetings with equipment manufacturers 
and advertising agencies after he and an assistant completed their 
report on the farm market in 1917. He continued on a similar pace 
into the 1920s.41

Reaching a National Market

Although Parlin and his staff espoused the virtues of Curtis advertis-
ing, they were careful to temper their observations about the effec-
tiveness of that advertising, emphasizing that manufacturers needed 
to tie advertising to an overall marketing strategy. They did not tell 
businesses how effective their advertising would be, but they did 
offer a plan for putting advertising campaigns into motion. With his 
textile study, for instance, Parlin took merchants into the aisles of 
department stores and offered them a glimpse of how their products 
were perceived and of the problems they would have to overcome 
if they were to succeed.42 In doing so, he tried to bring the fuzzy 
notion of national markets into sharper focus by mapping trade areas, 
providing statistics and opinions, and showing connections between 
the local, the regional, and the national. He pointed out regional 
quirks that helped account for trade variances in each area, and he 
used maps to plot marketing strategies for national advertisers. The 
advertising that many businesses used might have been national, but 
the merchandising of the products was regional, subject to the quirks 
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and attitudes of regional culture. Distribution was often scattered. 
Costs varied greatly depending upon the point of distribution. And 
regional or local tastes and prejudices meant that the same product 
would not always sell the same in every market. If a product was to 
succeed, the regional variances had to be studied carefully.43

It was the national market, though, that Parlin held out as a sort 
of holy grail for manufacturers. He tried to paint with a broad brush 
and make his studies relevant to entire industries, and sometimes to 
several industries. His marketplace evaluations provided a standard 
that businesses could use to compare themselves and their compe-
tition nationally. They helped Curtis clients see beyond their own 
products and regions and to think about the national marketplace as 
a whole, helping to open the path to the vibrant mass market of the 
1920s and beyond.44 “Do not make the mistake of seeking localized 
markets—aim for the vast national markets which will benefi t every 
one of your thousands of producers,” Parlin told the National Cof-
fee Roasters Association in 1915.45

In the end, Parlin’s reports were textbooks for advertising sales-
men, primers on the workings of business, industry, and distribution. 
They were a map of the marketplace, in the form not only of trends 
and sales fi gures, but in a listing of businesses and their key execu-
tives, what he called a “Who’s Who among Manufacturers.” As 
Parlin put it: “In general, retail and jobbing fi gures are merely the 
measure of human wants and economic possibilities, and when once 
the fundamental principles have been ascertained and the extent to 
which sectional, racial, industrial, and climatic conditions modify 
these fundamental tendencies is understood, one may estimate with 
a fair degree of accuracy the probable market for a given section.”46 
Within the pages of Parlin’s reports were the ground rules and the 
guideposts for the emerging consumer culture. The immediate chal-
lenge, Parlin discovered quickly, was fi nding converts to this new 
brand of business.
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Winning over the Skeptics

The potential of Parlin’s fi rst report, not to mention the Divi-
sion of Commercial Research as a whole, was diffi cult for 
many in the Curtis organization to see in the beginning. 

Parlin’s early research was taken lightly by many company execu-
tives and staff members who were no doubt uneasy about basing 
their livelihood on someone else’s untested observations.1 In its 
book Selling Forces in 1912, the company emphasized that advertising 
agencies were expected to investigate the marketplace to better serve 
customers—something Curtis had been doing since mid-1911. Dur-
ing the Division of Commercial Research’s fi rst two years, however, 
the company made no printed announcements of its existence,2 even 
though Curtis advertised nearly every week in the trade journal 
Printers’ Ink, ads in which it instead emphasized the size and growth 
of its magazine circulation, the infl uence of the Journal and the Post, 
and the affl uence of their readers.3

By late 1913, after Parlin had completed in-depth studies of the 
agricultural implements and textile industries and had compiled a 
city-by-city census of consumer product distribution based on 



WINNING OVER THE SKEPTICS 77

department store sales, the skepticism of Curtis employees gradually 
began to wane. Edward W. Hazen, Curtis’s advertising director, was 
still concerned that many members of the advertising staff had not 
grasped the importance of the work, though. Curtis Publishing was 
spending a considerable amount of money on research, Hazen told 
staff members, because the future of the company could hinge on 
it. Hazen called Parlin’s work “so broad, and so fundamental,” and 
he allotted several hours of a three-day advertising conference in 
January 1913 to a discussion of Commercial Research and the value 
of information “to drive home into the mind of every one of you 
that here is something that we have got to take seriously.” Parlin’s 
work “will broaden your horizon,” Hazen told staff members. “You 
cannot do very much in the advertising business or in any other 
business without brains, trained brains, and a good stock of infor-
mation.” Parlin’s work “will give you a conception of the fact that 
there are a lot of things to be known, things pertinent to your work, 
pertinent to the success of the advertisers with whom you come in 
contact. The purpose of this work is to give you vision, enable you 
to see, so that you can help others to see.”4

The increased emphasis that Curtis executives began to place on 
Commercial Research seemed to be spurred in part by the interest 
that Parlin’s work began to generate when it was shown to manu-
facturers. As he was completing a four-volume, 2,805-page work on 
department stores and textiles, Parlin went on the road, speaking to 
organization after organization about his fi ndings. He did not always 
turn skeptics into followers, but he usually piqued interest in his 
work and helped to weaken barriers that many manufacturers had 
used to shield themselves from advertising or from Curtis Publish-
ing. In late 1912, he spoke to the board of directors of the Hamilton-
Brown Shoe Company about the textile report, and as Floyd T. 
Short, a Curtis advertising representative who accompanied Parlin, 
said: “They listened to it with respect; they got something that they 
did not have before, and yet it had nothing to do with shoes.”5

In Minneapolis, Short took Parlin’s report to Northwest Knit-
ting Company, whose proprietor was notorious in his distrust of 
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anyone peddling advertising. When Short showed up for an appoint-
ment, the proprietor kept him at the offi ce for more than four hours, 
insisting on more time to read Parlin’s textile report. Parlin had a 
similar experience when he interviewed John Willys of Toledo, one 
of the leading names in automobile manufacturing. Willys had 
reluctantly granted Parlin a short interview but ended up speaking 
with him for nearly three hours, saying that Parlin knew more about 
automobiles and their marketing than anyone he had ever known. 
Cyrus Curtis likewise noted that when Parlin spoke to a group of 
skeptical textile manufacturers in 1913, they “were much astonished 
and said so.” The stir that Parlin’s work had caused, Short told his 
colleagues, “merely shows you how a good man, a live man, takes 
to it, and how valuable we can all make it to ourselves, and to the 
company if we will study it, learn it, and talk it.” William Boyd, 
manager of Curtis’s advertising offi ce in Chicago and later the com-
pany’s advertising director, was so impressed with Parlin that he 
asked him to speak to as many people as he could gather from the 
city’s advertising agencies. At two luncheon meetings, Boyd said, 
Parlin “held the attention of those men as I have very rarely seen a 
group of men listen. There was hardly the quiver of an eye-lash and 
not a man left the room; and when he stopped there was a tenseness 
in the atmosphere that you feel when a man has made an extraor-
dinarily brilliant impression.”6

Parlin’s remarks at the meetings were not recorded, but through-
out his career, he based his speeches on the conclusions he drew in 
his research reports, providing advice about such things as merchan-
dising, selling conditions, advertising, and distribution. He quoted 
liberally from the reports, and he used them to ground his argu-
ments in the facts he had gathered and in the categorizations and 
generalizations he had made. His sweeping study of department 
stores in 1912, for instance, not only provided an overview of store-
by-store sales and operations in the 165 cities he had visited, but 
offered theories and advice on how these stores interacted and 
competed, how customers responded, and how textile manufactur-
ers needed to understand these responses and interactions when they 
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introduced new styles and new merchandise, especially nationally 
advertised lines.7

In his report the next year on automobiles, Parlin used a nearly 
identical approach, but he also emphasized that the infl uences that 
guided people’s purchasing decisions of most products, including 
textiles and automobiles, were national. If auto dealers in a hundred 
cities across the country were to compile a list of their six or eight 
best-selling cars, Parlin said, the lists would be nearly identical. The 
reason, he said, was that supply had caught demand. No longer 
could a producer make any type of car and expect it to sell. The 
problem had shifted from one of producing to one of selling, and 
the most powerful infl uences in selling were national: the merit of 
the product, the strength of the national advertising, and the effi -
ciency of a national sales organization.8

Parlin said that the way to achieve successful national sales was 
to pull the market, not push it. The pushers, such as plow makers, 
had produced their products fi rst, and then tried to force them upon 
consumers. They had to adapt their products to local tastes, and the 
many variations had increased production costs. The pullers created 
a public desire for their products fi rst through national advertising, 
and then let consumers come to them. By creating a national demand 
for a product, Parlin said, the producers could standardize the mer-
chandise and sell the same product in all regions, rather than try to 
adapt a multitude of products to the many and varied regional cul-
tures. In the end, he said, that would mean larger profi ts for aggres-
sive businesses.9 And in the end, that confi dent promise of steady 
profi ts through understanding of national and regional markets, 
merchandising, and consumer thinking was what allowed Parlin to 
create a stir among the people he spoke with. By the turn of the 
twentieth century, the business world was caught up in consolida-
tion of many industries (including the auto industry) and in expan-
sion of products nationally. Its trend was toward basing business 
decisions on solid planning and toward guiding day-to-day opera-
tions with well-substantiated facts. Parlin drew from that interest and 
showed how knowledge of the marketplace could be used in the 
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drive for profi t. He advocated a new means of doing business based 
on study and interpretation rather than on faith and gut instinct. As 
he did, he quickly earned a reputation as “the man with the facts,” 
a reputation that was, in large part, fashioned by his superiors.

High Expectations, and Caution

Despite the increased faith that Curtis staff members showed in him 
and his work, and the increased notoriety he began to receive, Parlin 
tried to keep his work in perspective. He did not try to diminish 
what he had done, but he did try to make the advertising staff realize 
that the market information he had accumulated was still very nar-
row in scope and prone to revision and correction. With a plea 
heavy on metaphors, he tried to temper some of the enthusiasm that 
was building among his colleagues in 1913:

We do not want to go out with the idea that we made an 
investigation into this big fi eld or that big fi eld and that we 
learned all about it. The sea of human knowledge is limitless, 
and is a high and moving sea. You can dip out but a single 
cupful, and yet it is full. So we have only a small portion of 
human knowledge, and let us be conservative in what we 
say about it.10

Parlin’s plea for caution went unheeded, for the most part. Com-
pany executives seemed to sense the potential that Parlin’s work held 
for improving company credibility and for attracting the attention 
of advertisers. Increasingly, they drew from and promoted his work, 
and they also put him in a position of authority. During the spring 
of 1913, for instance, Parlin instructed nine new members of the 
advertising staff in how to conduct small trade investigations in the 
New York City area, as part of a six-week training program known 
as the Curtis School.11 The classes were aimed at broadening their 
understanding of advertising and, in a sense, indoctrinating them in 
the Curtis culture. The representatives were tutored by the more 
experienced members of the advertising staff, as well as by manu-
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facturers and members of the trade press. Each afternoon, they either 
worked with Parlin or on their own, researching and writing reports 
on such topics as cement, roofi ng, and paints and varnishes. “These 
men were thus taught the importance of a knowledge not only of 
general advertising conditions, but also of specifi c conditions in the 
trade and markets of each advertiser,” the company wrote. Just as 
important, Parlin was placed in a role of authority, legitimizing him 
and his work not only for the new staff members but for experienced 
representatives, as well.

By late 1913, Commercial Research emerged as a crucial com-
ponent of Curtis’s business strategy, and the company began to place 
Parlin’s work at the center of a campaign for service, quality, and 
responsibility in advertising. It used Commercial Research to try to 
push advertising agencies toward greater service for clients and to 
promote Curtis publications as the source for advertising. Curtis’s 
advertising staff began to promote the value of knowledge about 
markets and consumers, holding up Commercial Research as an 
important source for hard-to-get information about merchandising.12 
The company also promoted Parlin and his division within the pages 
of Printers’ Ink and other trade publications, as well as in the Saturday 
Evening Post and in Curtis’s Public Ledger newspaper in Philadelphia. 
It later reprinted some of those advertisements in book form, and it 
made its case over and over in its house organ, Obiter Dicta.13

Instructing Advertisers

In that house organ in September 1913, the company called Com-
mercial Research its chief means of rendering service to advertisers. 
In the book Selling Forces, which Curtis issued that year, the com-
pany also said that “no publication should inaugurate the advertising 
of a manufacturer without fi rst investigating.” No longer could 
advertising representatives accept only the manufacturer’s word 
about trade conditions and business conditions. Members of the 
advertising staff had to fi nd out for themselves, the company said. 
“The Curtis Publishing Company today investigates the problems of 
its advertising clients long before it knows who its particular clients 
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are to be.” More specifi cally, it said the duty of the Division of 
Commercial Research was “to search out the exact facts about vari-
ous industries and trades, manufacturing and selling conditions, trade 
tendencies and future possibilities.” Commercial Research informed 
advertising representatives about national markets and how those 
markets could be entered; equipped representatives with the infor-
mation they needed to advise manufacturers about broader approaches 
to advertising and merchandising; and allowed them on occasion to 
provide specialized service to clients, Selling Forces said. The book 
emphasized that the division was staffed not by advertising men but 
by “experts in research.” Its work was described as original but not 
partisan, and the information it compiled was available only because 
of Curtis Publishing Company’s unique position in the business 
world. The book said it was doubtful that the research reports “could 
be duplicated by any other private business institution in the United 
States. Manufacturers would be unable to obtain the large amount 
of information” needed to gain the confi dence of retailers. “Retail-
ers would be similarly handicapped in dealing with manufacturers. 
The prestige of The Curtis Publishing Company, and its reputation 
for impartiality, make it possible to gain entree to the hundreds of 
sources which are being drawn upon.”14

To a large extent that was true. Curtis’s size, wealth, and prestige 
allowed it to undertake projects that few other organizations were 
willing to try. National research was expensive, and Curtis was will-
ing to spend the money to pursue an untested proposition: that 
exclusive information about markets would enhance its standing in 
the business world and ultimately lead to greater profi ts for itself and 
its clients. In its advertisements promoting the role of Commercial 
Research, though, Curtis used many of the same tactics that it 
advised manufacturers to use with consumer products: It emphasized 
trust and exclusivity; it questioned the adequacy of companies that 
failed to embrace its advice and products; it sowed doubts about 
manufacturers’ ability to move into the future alone; and it set itself 
up as a catalyst for transformation in a time of great change.

In a series of Printers’ Ink advertisements that began in October 
1913, Curtis seized on cultural uncertainties about change, raising 
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questions about managers’ ability to trust their own instincts as they 
moved companies into a national market. It coupled that uncer-
tainty with a Progressive belief in expert opinion and science, pro-
moting the idea that science and knowledge would allow businesses 
to succeed. For instance, Curtis linked information to increased 
wealth by describing how Curtis’s researcher could sort through 
statistics and understand the reality of the marketplace. In one ad, 
it pursued this idea by giving the example of how census statistics 
could mislead the uninitiated. According to the census, Curtis said, 
the dollar amount of carpeting sales was three times greater than 
that of rug sales. Among consumers, though, rugs outsold carpet-
ing 10 to 1. The reason, Curtis said, was that carpeting was used 
in public buildings, apartment houses, steamships, and trains, all in 
high-dollar contract work. Consumers, who made their purchases 
in retail stores, preferred rugs—a fact, the company said, that a 
novice would most likely overlook. “Reliance upon untranslated 
statistics to point out the way is apt to result in misdirection,” Curtis 
wrote. “There are conditions—and perhaps a compromising past—
behind the statistical statement which you are disposed to accept 
without modifi cation. . . . Advertising campaigns based on a careful 
study of the sources of statistics, rather than upon bare statistics 
themselves, have the advantage of insuring the plans as founded on 
real conditions.”15

In that and other advertisements, Curtis promoted itself as the 
company with the answers, although it did not promise grand suc-
cess as much as it promised the knowledge necessary to avoid disas-
ter. It portrayed manufacturers as eager to plunge into the market-
place, but uneasy about strategy. “There are many manufacturers 
who have little information of this type regarding their own mar-
kets,” a Curtis advertisement said in November 1913. “There are 
many who are not ready for big advertising but who must fi rst go 
through a period of commercial introspection, that they may know 
where and to whom they should advertise. It is to this class that the 
agent and publisher may bring aid in research.”16 That is, all indus-
tries had hidden pieces of information that if not exposed could 
mean the difference between success and failure. Companies new 
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to the national marketplace and to national advertising should ally 
themselves with Curtis if they wanted to succeed, the company 
argued. Curtis played off companies’ fi nancial fears and portrayed 
itself as a kindly, knowledgeable, paternal fi gure that would take a 
new company under its wing and graciously teach it to maneuver 
through the maze of modern business. “If . . . the advertiser is not 
wise to this degree,” the company wrote in another ad in November 
1913, “if he has not all the reins collected before the start, he may 
pay a heavy penalty and learn by dear experience. For the loose rein 
might perhaps have been the guiding one.”17

More Familiar Links

Other advertisements tied Commercial Research to science (the 
“Alpha and Omega of successful selling,” and “The Weight of Evi-
dence”), but appealed to widespread belief in pragmatism by stress-
ing that the marketplace information that Curtis gathered was practi-
cal, not theoretical.18 “This analysis of fi eld conditions is as thorough 
as painstaking and intelligent effort can produce. Theorizing was 
eliminated,” the company said in an ad in January 1914. Curtis 
researchers “communicated direct with the men who own and 
operate automobiles, who buy and use tires and lubricants, and great 
care was observed to avoid error in the assembling of computations, 
tabulations and totals.”19

Curtis also put Commercial Research on the same plane as tech-
nology (which was generally seen in positive terms), linking it to 
the automobile (an advertiser who proceeded without research was 
running on one cylinder) and to electricity (a business that pro-
ceeded without research could not complete a circuit). “Lighting 
the way” was a favorite metaphor, with Curtis ensuring advertisers 
that it could provide “illuminating facts” that would light up the 
path of successful merchandising.20 Those early advertisements for 
Commercial Research often took the form of parables, and they sent 
the message that the ignorant and the unknowing manufacturer 
would not last long in a market of predators. The fi rst few ads did 
not refer to Parlin by name, but rather made the case that Curtis 
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Publishing Company, and only Curtis Publishing Company, could 
obtain the information that advertisers, and even nonadvertisers, 
needed to know if they were to spend their money wisely in the 
marketplace. Beginning in early 1914, though, the ads began to take 
a more straightforward approach, indicating that Parlin and his Divi-
sion of Commercial Research were becoming recognized, as in this 
ad from March 1914:

Mr. Charles Coolidge Parlin, manager of our Division of 
Commercial Research, has completed the fi rst volume of a 
report on Food-stuffs. This volume has special reference to 
Pacifi c Coast industries. The contents of the volume and 
the conditions under which it is available for use by adver-
tisers and agents are described in the forthcoming issue of 
Obiter Dicta.21

Curtis also began to print snippets of Parlin’s analyses of the 
textile and department store markets in its advertisements. After his 
report on automobiles was completed, the company placed an ad in 
Printers’ Ink listing some of the questions and topics the 3,000-page 
report addressed:

• What is the future of the automobile industry?
• Why have some manufacturers failed?
• What types of cars are going to persist?
• Is monopoly possible?
• Will there be a $750 class?22

By piquing readers’ curiosity about some of the key issues of the 
automotive world, the company hoped to draw industry offi cials to 
Curtis’s advertising offi ces to learn more.23

Setting the Agenda

The extent to which Curtis actually prodded advertising agencies 
and competitors into providing market research—as it claimed in 
the early 1910s and later—is diffi cult to determine. Parlin was among 
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a group of scholars, advertising executives, and business executives 
who began promoting the idea of marketplace studies before World 
War I. Although for several years he led the only such department 
among American businesses, several university professors began 
speaking and writing about the importance of market research.24 
Clearly, though, the evidence suggests that Parlin had considerable 
infl uence in shaping the early fi eld of market research. The company 
he worked for, Curtis Publishing, was an aggressive advertiser and 
publisher of two of the widest-circulating magazines in the United 
States. As such, it was in a position to help set the agenda for adver-
tising agencies and other publishers. Those other businesses may not 
have reacted immediately to what Curtis was doing, but they cer-
tainly could not ignore it.25

When Fred E. Clark, a marketing professor at Northwestern 
University’s School of Commerce, compiled a bibliography of the 
“most helpful” books and articles in the study of marketing in the 
early 1920s, his list of 108 works included four by Parlin, along with 
the Curtis book Selling Forces, to which Parlin most likely contrib-
uted.26 Only one other author, L.D.H. Weld, had more works than 
Parlin on Clark’s list.27 Weld, a former Yale University professor who 
went to work at Swift & Company in 1917, said that he had been 
inspired by Parlin’s work and persuaded Swift to let him start a mar-
ket research department.28 Paul W. Nystrom, who turned down a 
job at Curtis Publishing in the 1910s, also credited Parlin with inspir-
ing him to set up a research department at U.S. Rubber in 1916.29

In 1916, the J. Walter Thompson Company, one of the most 
prominent advertising agencies of the time, considered material it 
received from Curtis an important source of information about trade 
and industry.30 It thought highly enough of Parlin’s research on 
automobiles and foodstuffs to recommend that his work be distrib-
uted among all company employees. Stanley Resor, then a Thomp-
son vice president, wrote that the company’s Cincinnati offi ce 
thought that Parlin’s food report “contains not only a good deal of 
valuable information, but has a direct bearing on the advertising of 
food products. . . . Any one with a food product problem who does 
not consult this report is, in Cincinnati’s opinion, passing by a very 
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valuable tool.” A few years later, in compiling a list of books for 
new staff members, Thompson made Parlin’s collected research 
studies part of the required readings.31

Parlin’s ideas fl owed to some of the other pioneers in market 
research, as well. He regularly traded information with Ralph Starr 
Butler and Paul Nystrom, two early marketing scholars at Wiscon-
sin, as well as Paul T. Cherington at Harvard. (Cherington later 
worked for J. Walter Thompson and became one of the prominent 
fi gures of early market research.) He also lectured at the Harvard 
Business School in 1913 and 1914 and at other universities, telling 
about his work, his methods, and his ideas about the workings of 
the marketplace. When Joseph H. Willits, a professor and later dean 
of the Wharton School of Finance and Commerce at the University 
of Pennsylvania, created a class in merchandising in the 1910s, he 
pored over Parlin’s reports and translated them into class material.32 
In 1919, one of the early scholars of marketing, C. S. Duncan, called 
Parlin a “shrewd and careful investigator” and said that Curtis had 
done more work in market research than any other publisher. Sev-
eral companies, including Swift, tried to hire Parlin to create market 
research departments for them. He turned them all down, although 
those companies eventually hired some of his assistants.33

Into at least the early 1920s, the analysis of retail goods and shop-
ping philosophy that Parlin had made in his department store study 
in 1912 was regarded by businessmen and scholars as the basis for 
understanding consumer buying habits.34 Marketing scholars later 
ranked it as among the most infl uential early works in the fi eld, and 
terms from that study, like “shopping goods” and “convenience 
goods,” are still part of the lexicon today.35 Parlin’s speeches were 
also widely reprinted by organizations to which he spoke. In 1923, 
in the foreword to a pamphlet based on a Parlin speech, the American 
Face Brick Association summed up an enthusiasm that many others 
expressed about Parlin’s work, telling members: “There’s food for 
thought in Mr. Parlin’s remarks. Read them MORE than once.”36

By the late 1920s and early 1930s, Parlin was so widely known 
that he and his work were parodied by the humorist Robert Bench-
ley at a national meeting of the Association of National Advertisers, 
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and the essay was later published in one of Benchley’s books. In the 
parody, “The Woolen Mitten Situation,” Benchley followed Parlin’s 
staccato style of emphasizing major points and important questions, 
and even constructed a chart that looked as if it had come from a real 
Commercial Research report. He told those gathered at the confer-
ence: “Most of you have been shown some of Mr. Parlin’s reports—
in strict confi dence—giving you the inside dope on the distribution 
of your own product and proving that, by using exclusively the Curtis 
publications—their names escape me at the moment—you will not 
only reach all the public that you want to reach but will have enough 
people left over to give an amateur performance of ‘Pinafore.’”37

Benchley’s humor underscored the position of Curtis in the 
world of publishing. As one of the largest and most infl uential com-
panies regularly and systematically gathering market information in 
the 1910s, Curtis Publishing helped set the standard for the type of 
research that would later be done and for the approaches used in 
acquiring that information. In 1936, Parlin said that during his fi rst 
fi ve years at Curtis, the company had no competition in gathering 
national market data, “and during the next fi ve years, I think most 
if not all of the operations which were started were a direct result 
of the Curtis operation.”38 Those remarks were certainly exagger-
ated, although they held some truth. During his twenty-six years at 
Curtis Publishing, Parlin was credited with developing or refi ning 
such market research techniques as a buying-power index, city maps 
that show purchasing power by neighborhood, and the study of 
consumer attitudes and buying habits through door-to-door surveys. 
He also helped develop an innovative means of applying readership 
statistics to sales quotas—statistics that not only assisted advertisers 
but that reinforced advertisers’ belief in Curtis publications as the 
most important media for promoting consumer products.39

To say, though, that Curtis Publishing had a defi nite aim in 
establishing its Division of Commercial Research would give Parlin 
and the managers in the company too much credit for defi nitive 
planning. When the division was started, they had no defi nite goal, 
no idea of what the mission should be. Two years after Commercial 
Research was formed, the company feigned foresight, writing that 
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it “investigates the problems of its advertising clients long before it 
knows who its particular clients are to be.”40 Such a defi nition of 
mission was as fuzzy as the early ideas behind the division. As hazy 
as those ideas were, though, they were not shapeless. Nor were they 
as completely innovative as they were later portrayed by Parlin’s 
peers. The origins of Commercial Research lay in a broad move-
ment that sought to make advertising a much more predictable fac-
tor in modern publishing—in essence, to turn advertising and mar-
ket research into science. In 1950, the marketing scholar Lawrence 
Lockley wrote that Parlin’s work “dramatized this fl edgling science” 
of market research and “afforded the precedent many other fi rms 
were to follow. . . . These were studies of marketing structures of 
the industries—broad in sweep, yet affording guidance where none 
had previously been available.”41

Parlin’s infl uence aside, the most important legacy of Commer-
cial Research may have been Curtis’s promotion of it. The company 
made the types of arguments that businesses still use today: that a 
company is foolish if it does not know as much as possible about 
the marketplace it is getting into; that it must know its competitors, 
its potential buyers, and its network of distribution; that it must 
understand the past and the present if it hopes to succeed in the 
future. Commercial Research also showed companies with layers of 
managers how they could grasp the intricacies of an ever-growing 
marketplace and function more effi ciently as a result. Information 
was more reliable and more profi table than intuition, Curtis argued. 
As companies increasingly bought into that idea, they began forming 
their own research departments, turning a lone company’s experi-
ment into a new profession and into a cultural phenomenon that 
still guides companies large and small in their quest for a piece of 
the consumer marketplace.

Making It—Finally

Parlin called the emergence of market research “an age of adven-
ture.” If Curtis Publishing had not started Commercial Research 
when it did, “sooner or later somebody else would have done so,” 
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he said in 1936. Even so, he said, he was not sure that Commercial 
Research was part of the company’s long-term plans until early 
1915, when Boyd placed a two-page advertisement for the division 
in the Saturday Evening Post. That ad was a follow-up to a two-week 
trip Parlin had made to Detroit, speaking to automakers about his 
recently completed report on the automobile industry. That ad built 
on previous promotions that Curtis had done, stressing the impor-
tance of knowledge of the marketplace. To succeed, manufacturers 
needed to understand consumers and their habits; they needed to 
know about their competitors and about what products and 
approaches had been tried in the past; they needed to know where 
their products stood in the marketplace. The problem was, the ad 
said, few businesses had access to such information. Curtis was mak-
ing it available, though, by studying the nation’s most important 
industries and applying “commonsense methods of analysis” to the 
information it gathered. The primary purpose of the research, the 
ad said, “is that advertising campaigns may be built on facts—not 
impressions, not haphazard guesses, not on prejudice, not on favorit-
ism, but on facts.”42

Parlin later said that when the ad appeared, he knew his position 
with the company was secure. Boyd’s proclamation in the Post “put 
Commercial Research over.” Later that year, the Division of Com-
mercial Research was moved from Boston to the new Curtis Pub-
lishing Company building across from Independence Hall in Phila-
delphia. Once pushed to the margins, Commercial Research soon 
moved to the core of Curtis Publishing and its approach to advertis-
ing.43 As it did, Parlin and his colleagues methodically began con-
structing a vision of the American consumer.
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Barbarians, Farmers, 

and Consumers

Curtis Publishing Company began mailing out dozens of 
questionnaires to readers of its publications in the 1910s. 
Most were one- or two-page surveys about reading and 

buying habits, along with form letters asking people to complete and 
send back the enclosures. The replies that trickled in were often 
personal and thoughtful, with notes attached or scrawled in the 
margins of the surveys. “Four years ago last October my wife and 
myself gave up city life for the country,” a New York farmer wrote 
in response to a survey for Curtis’s farm magazine, Country Gentle-
man, in 1916. “We had an old horse, fi fty chickens and $200. Today 
we are on easy street—health fi ne—a good small farm. We would 
not go back to New York City if they would make me mayor.”1

Even among such personal disclosures, a long letter from 
Nebraska that arrived at Curtis’s Boston offi ce in September 1917 
stood out. The letter, attached to a questionnaire that the offi ce had 

This chapter was published in an earlier form as “From Barbarian Farmers to Yeoman 
Consumers: Curtis Publishing Company and the Search for Rural America, 1910–
1930,” American Journalism 22 (Fall 2005): 47–67.
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mailed that summer, was written by a woman who farmed near 
Seward, in southeastern Nebraska. “I am pleased to realize that you, 
living in an age of electricity, are inclined to sympathize with us 
outer barbarians, of whom you confess you are ignorant, and con-
ceive of us as still living in the age of coal oil stoves, etc.,” the 
woman wrote. But many Nebraskans, like Easterners, she explained, 
used electricity to light their homes, cook their meals, wash and iron 
their clothes, grind their grain, pump their water, and even milk 
their cows. “Some of us also read on occasion,” the woman said, 
writing that she and her husband subscribed to about a dozen peri-
odicals and two daily newspapers. She said that she and other farmers 
also owned automobiles and not only traveled, but knew quite a bit 
more about the United States than the Curtis staff apparently did. 
“I regret that you people do not travel more in the hinterland of 
America,” she wrote. “You would fi nd it interesting. It is, as my 
husband says, a h--- of a fi ne country.”2

The staff members in Boston forwarded the letter to Charles 
Coolidge Parlin at the Division of Commercial Research in Phila-
delphia. He saved it with his expanding fi les about rural America 
and referred to it frequently when he spoke about advertising. The 
letter represented, Parlin thought, one of Curtis Publishing’s biggest 
problems. Parlin had lived in small towns in Wisconsin for years, so 
he had an understanding of and an affi nity for such towns. And yet 
he and other Curtis employees, all of whom lived in or near such 
cities as Philadelphia, Boston, New York, Chicago, and San Fran-
cisco, were largely ignorant of rural America. They often considered 
people who lived on farms and in small towns to be hicks and hay-
seeds who had been left behind as technological progress propelled 
urban America to greater comfort and superior quality of life.

The problem was, Parlin began to realize, there were more than 
50 million of these “barbarians,” nearly half the country’s popula-
tion, an enormous untapped market that Curtis Publishing, which 
was based in Philadelphia, knew little about. After he began research-
ing rural America, Parlin, like many others in the world of advertis-
ing, saw an opportunity on the farm. Curtis had recently acquired 
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Country Gentleman, and the company was eager to make it as fi nan-
cially successful as its two other national magazines, the Post and the 
Journal. Parlin was clearly aligned with other marketers who thought 
that national advertisers needed to pursue a truly national market, 
one that had to include rural America, and his recognition of the 
agricultural market’s potential steered the Division of Commercial 
Research toward rural America again and again in the 1910s and the 
1920s, even as the United States was becoming increasingly urban. 
He and others at Curtis took the nineteenth-century symbol of the 
yeoman farmer and recast it in terms of consumption. In doing so, 
they created an idealistic image of a new class of consumers, an image 
that urban advertisers easily understood and willingly bought.

The Making of Rural Consumers

In many ways, American advertising’s intense interest in rural Amer-
ica during the early twentieth century seems counterintuitive. The 
farm population was still growing, but cities were growing much 
faster, accounting for an ever-larger proportion of the U.S. popula-
tion. Until the 1910s, more than half of Americans lived in rural 
areas, which by defi nition of the census offi ce included not only 
farms but towns and villages of under 2,500. Urban population sur-
passed rural population for the fi rst time with the 1920 census, and 
rural America never regained the prominence it once had.3

Even so, America was a nation of competing ideals in the early 
twentieth century, as Roderick Nash argues. On the one hand, 
industrialization was often seen as a means of casting off the drudgery 
of farm work and cities as a form of effi ciency and progress. On the 
other hand, Americans often clung to agrarian ideals and a longing 
for a simpler life as they perceived an unwholesomeness, even a 
wickedness, in the industrialized city.4 As Gilman M. Ostrander 
argues, Americans continued to idealize American agrarianism at the 
turn of the twentieth century, and clung to Thomas Jefferson’s 
image of the yeoman farmer “who gained his moral bearings from 
nature and who produced food for the people.” Even so, he says, 
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industrialization was pushing aside the importance of the farm, and 
“the countryside had largely ceased to be associated with the idea of 
expanding opportunity.”5

Those competing ideals took shape in the Country Life Move-
ment, which encompassed a patchwork of rural issues between 
about 1900 and 1920. The movement, one of many during the 
Progressive Era, involved such things as improving rural health, 
roads, education, and farming practices. Some scholars see it as little 
more than manipulative social engineering, or pandering among 
people who feared the loss of the yeoman farmer and an idealized 
rural life; others see it as a generally successful attempt to improve 
rural life. At the heart of the movement, though, David Danbom 
writes, was a desire to improve the effi ciency of farming so that 
American agriculture could meet the needs of a growing urban soci-
ety. Reformers saw themselves as ensuring the economic and social 
survival of the nation by making sure that affordable food was readily 
available, a view that rural Americans often bristled at and consid-
ered condescending.6

Marketers like Parlin and his staff seemed to see only promise in 
rural America, though. And in many ways, their perceptions were 
accurate. The Homestead Act of 1862 transferred enormous amounts 
of government-owned land to public use, and land grants to the 
railroads after the Civil War added millions more acres to the public 
domain. Between 1870 and 1900, the amount of improved land held 
by American farmers increased by 225 million acres, six times more 
than in the previous 250 years. More important, gross farm income 
doubled during the fi rst two decades of the twentieth century as 
increased demand, especially during World War I, pushed up the 
prices of crops and livestock (one of the very things Country Life 
reformers worried about).7 The use of threshers, grain drills, binders, 
and other types of equipment made farmers more effi cient, and the 
growth of markets in the United States and abroad spurred them to 
specialize and to produce more foodstuffs. “Now the object of farm-
ing is not primarily to make a living, but it is to make money,” the 
Cornell Countryman wrote in 1904. “To this end it is to be conducted 
on the same business basis as any other producing industry.”8
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Many farmers did indeed make good money, even as others eked 
out only a meager existence, and marketers found plenty of oppor-
tunities in the countryside. Thomas Schlereth argues that rural 
Americans were as fascinated as urban Americans by the vast array 
of consumer goods that became available in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, and often found their way into this world 
of consumption through mail order catalogs, country stores, and 
county fairs. Danbom writes that the catalogs of Montgomery Ward 
and Sears, Roebuck and Company helped defi ne ideals of taste and 
“involved a degree of rural deference to urban standards.” Daniel 
Boorstin places these catalogs among a wide array of “consumption 
communities,” in which the things people bought became a means 
of commonality, even democracy. Richard Tedlow goes as far as 
saying that these catalogs were the most effective means of selling 
in rural America until television came of age in the 1950s. David 
Blanke, though, sees farmers’ embrace of catalog merchandise as a 
shift in rural culture. He argues that in the nineteenth century, Mid-
western farmers embraced consumerism as a collective act infused 
with “notions of virtue and responsibility.” By the 1920s, he says, 
these communal values began to erode as farmers bought goods as 
a means of self-expression and individuality.9

Even so, the rural areas of the United States were harder to reach 
than urban areas, and until around 1910, they usually did not receive 
manufacturers’ fi rst considerations. As the Country Life Movement 
cast a spotlight on rural America, manufacturers worked hard to 
expand from regional markets to a national one. In 1911, the adver-
tising trade journal Printers’ Ink called rural America “The Country’s 
Biggest Neglected Market.” One farm publication went as far as 
boasting that the farms of Illinois represented the “World’s Greatest 
Concentration of Buying Power.” Printers’ Ink challenged businesses 
to look beyond large cities, where they could scatter their products 
indiscriminately and succeed by “brute force of personal salesman-
ship,” and to work harder at becoming true national distributors. If 
they did not, the journal said in an editorial, they “will look small 
in the years shortly to come, compared with the national advertiser 
who scientifi cally studies the whole national market.”10
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Pursuing the Farm Market

Parlin seemed to follow that advice as he went about researching 
rural America, on his own at fi rst and later with a small staff. Much 
of his early research contained boosterish sales pitches for rural 
America, not only to advertisers but to Curtis staff members. Parlin 
piled up statistics about farms and small towns, showing that they 
were ripe for marketers. His fi rst attempt at market research, in 
1911, was a report on farm implements. He and his staff followed 
that with studies of Country Gentleman readership (1915 and 1916), 
“Farm Tractors” (1916), “The Farm Market” (1917), “The Mer-
chandising of Tractors” (1917), “Stock Feed and Commercial Fer-
tilizer” (1917), “An Agricultural Trading Center” (1920), “Sabetha: 
Two Years Later” (1922), “Rural Markets” (1924), and follow-up 
surveys of Country Gentleman readers in 1920, 1924, and 1925.11 
“The lifting of the farm market to a new plane of earning and to 
a better appreciation of good merchandise seems to us the most 
encouraging factor not only for 1920 but for years to come,” Parlin 
boasted at the time, calling the farm market “the greatest of all 
domestic markets.”12

His interest in that market was clear in most of the research he 
conducted. In a study of department stores in 1912, for instance, 
Parlin estimated that towns of 2,500 or fewer people accounted for 
21.5 percent of the dry goods business nationwide. He said that his 
fi gures understated the fi nancial power of rural areas, though, 
because people tended to do half of their trading in urban areas, 
something made possible by the automobile.13 In an exhaustive 
study two years later, Parlin said that the automobile was rapidly 
becoming a necessity for farmers, for business and social reasons. It 
allowed them to visit neighbors more easily, and to go more fre-
quently to nearby towns and cities for repair of machinery, for gro-
ceries, and for entertainment. The work horses could be left to rest 
and, Parlin wrote, “in an hour, an errand in the city has been 
attended to, and man and beast return refreshed to work.” He esti-
mated that about 500,000 farmers owned automobiles in 1914 and 
that about 2,500,000 farmers were good prospects for cars.14
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The automobile, though, was only one of many infl uences on 
rural life. The telephone likewise increased communication and 
interaction between farmers and city dwellers. Rural Free Delivery 
increased farmers’ access to and reading of magazines and newspapers. 
Consolidated schools improved education for rural students, and 
better trained teachers showed how to make life easier through such 
courses as “domestic science” and “manual training.” Land-grant 
colleges and county agents educated farmers about new methods of 
production, harvesting, and marketing.15 If farmers were broadening 
their perspective on life, then so, too, were rural communities. As 
roads improved, downtown shopping districts drew people from a 
wider area. Stores did more business and were able to stock a broader 
range of products, much as their counterparts in metropolitan areas 
did. Many small stores expanded, as did many small towns where 
they were located. Land values increased, adding even further to rural 
prosperity in many parts of the United States. “The farming sections 
present the largest virgin market for automobiles,” Parlin wrote in 
1914, “for the farmers have both the need and ability to buy.”16

Reaching the Leaders

In his analysis of the farm market, though, Parlin said that the way 
farmers approached purchases was different from that of their city 
cousins, and he sought to explain the spread of consumer products 
with a sort of copycat, or trickle-down, theory, what communica-
tions researchers would later call the two-step fl ow. For instance, in 
1917 Parlin said that selling tractors was not a matter of selling every 
farmer at once—as was the general approach in mass marketing—
but rather of “selling those farmers in every community who set the 
pace in farm methods.” Persuading these farmers also required per-
suasion of “those who help them make their judgments,” primarily 
bankers, lawyers, children, and agricultural extension agents. One 
Midwest merchant explained it this way to Parlin:

For several years I have owned a farm. I hired an expert from 
the agricultural college to put in the fi rst fi eld of alfalfa in 
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the neighborhood. Other farmers and their sons looked on 
and said sarcastically, “College alfalfa.” Within three years 
most of my neighbors had put in alfalfa, and all were exceed-
ingly careful to put it in the same way. I was the fi rst farmer 
in the neighborhood to paint my fences white. Within a 
short time, most of the fences in the neighborhood were 
painted white. I bought the fi rst gasoline engine to pump 
water. Within a short time gasoline engines were in use on 
most of the farms in the neighborhood.17

The problem of reaching any group of people, especially in rural 
areas or small towns, was largely a problem of reaching the leaders, 
Parlin wrote in 1918. “The retail merchant says: ‘I carry what my 
customers want.’ Analyzed, he means that he carries what a relatively 
small number of leading customers want.” If the merchant could 
satisfy those customers, he could please the rest. “A few people in 
every community are aggressive, know what they want, and insist 
upon getting it,” Parlin said. Most of the others meekly took what 
was handed out to them, he added. That made it imperative that 
merchants reach those leadership families. He compared product 
sales to politics, saying that a politician knew that the way to get 
votes in the poorer districts was to win over ward leaders, not to try 
to earn the votes one by one. It was the same with advertising, he 
said. “The net of it is that advertising pioneers to those families who 
in turn pioneer in purchases. Following the pioneers come the 
masses of purchasers of all income groups.”18

This idea of leading farmers toward consumption was made 
easier by the emergence of the Cooperative Extension Service of the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture, and Parlin’s philosophy of identify-
ing “pioneer” buyers borrowed from the success of county extension 
agents. Through land-grant universities, the agents worked with 
farmers—both men and women—and their children, providing 
advice and instruction on everything from safe methods of canning 
vegetables to sanitary ways of preparing meals to more effi cient ways 
of planting and harvesting grain. Agricultural extension offi ces origi-
nated in Texas in 1902, became popular in the South, and then spread 
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rapidly to other areas through the Smith-Lever Act of 1914. By the 
early 1920s, there were more than 1,000 home demonstration agents 
and 3,000 county extension agents throughout the United States.19

Although the agents were part of a Progressive Era notion of 
societal improvement and effi ciency and were closely tied to the 
Country Life Movement, one of their most lasting effects was in 
teaching farm families how to consume. “The education of tomor-
row’s buyers is being done by the extension service work, among 
the juveniles of the farm family,” the J. Walter Thompson agency 
wrote in 1924. That year, Thompson’s New York offi ce sent a rep-
resentative to home extension conferences in Ithaca and Buffalo, 
New York, and reported that “the educational work being done by 
these organizations is tending to create more uniformly intelligent 
standards of consumer judgment,” something that Thompson saw as 
aiding the “educational” work of advertisers. At a “better kitchens” 
demonstration, Hoosier cabinets were given away as prizes, and the 
Thompson representative reported that “great interest has been 
aroused. Many of the women kept the cabinet in the parlor until all 
of their neighbors had inspected it.”20

Curtis Publishing likewise recognized the value of home exten-
sion agents and women’s clubs in promoting consumer products. In 
1925, staff members from Country Gentleman assisted the General 
Federation of Women’s Clubs in a national census of equipment in 
farm homes, taking note of window screens, sewing and washing 
machines, vacuum cleaners, refrigerators, home lighting, house heat-
ing systems, and other appliances and modernizations. Curtis told its 
staff members that it expected the survey to “give us a cross section 
of rural homes throughout the land, with a mass of information that 
will be of almost inestimable value to those manufacturers whose 
products are of a labor-saving or comfort-making character.”21

A “Typical” Town

One of Curtis’s most ambitious undertakings was a study of what it 
deemed a “typical” farm town of 1920. It drew on the methods of 
rural sociology, which emerged with the Country Life Movement, 
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and produced such works as An American Town, Quaker Hill, and 
A Hoosier Village around 1910. It was also an early example of the 
emerging fi eld of community studies, or sociometrics, a technique 
used by social scientists to explore the social and psychological inter-
connections of a community. Biologists, ecologists, economists, jurists, 
social workers, and others used similar techniques to—as one scholar 
has said—see what communities are, “how they work, how to use 
them or change them.” Perhaps the most famous such research was 
the study of Muncy, Indiana, or Middletown, by Robert and Helen 
Lynd.22

In Curtis’s study, a team of more than a dozen representatives 
from the company’s Advertising Department descended upon Sa-
betha, Kansas, in 1920. The representatives fanned out not only 
across Sabetha, in the northeastern part of the state, but to the nearby 
smaller towns of Morrill, Fairview, Berwick, Old Albany, and Price, 
and to farms in a 144-square-mile area in Nemaha and Brown Coun-
ties. They knocked on the doors of more than 1,300 residences—all 
but twenty in the area—and visited every business, asking questions, 
compiling questionnaires, and spending time observing how the 
community of 2,000 people and its trade area functioned. Their goal 
was to create a guide to the roles, actions, interactions, thinking, and 
philosophies that were shaping the United States into a consumer 
society. (See Figure 5.1.)

Sabetha was chosen as a typical agricultural community from 
among what Curtis identifi ed as hundreds of “progressive” com-
munities in Kansas, Nebraska, Illinois, Wisconsin, Iowa, and Mis-
souri. It was not a major railroad junction, it had no factories, and 
the surrounding farm region was diversifi ed. Many of its businesses 
were located in modern buildings, it had two and a half miles of 
paved streets, and it was one of the fi rst towns in the state to put 
in street lights. The businesses in the town were dependent pri-
marily on the trade of farmers in the region, and many of the people 
who lived in the community were retired farmers. Through inter-
views and observations, the company assembled a broad study of 
consumption—what is known in modern business parlance as a satu-
ration survey23—one that tried to understand the importance of such 
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factors as merchandising, national advertising, community leaders, 
brand names, and the automobile on purchases in a small farm town. 
Still at the center, not surprisingly, were Curtis magazines.

After visiting Sabetha, Parlin concluded that although circulation 
of Curtis magazines was sparse in the area, nine of ten community 
leaders, whose opinions were seen as essential to the spread of any 
consumer product, read Curtis magazines. The Post, the Journal, and 

Figure 5.1 Curtis’s investigation of Sabetha, Kansas, had an anthropological 
air as company representatives visited nearly every home, business, and farm in 
the area. Hughes Clothing, on Main Street, had a doctor’s offi ce above it.
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Country Gentleman reached these upper-class people—people who 
were “materially above the average” and had such conveniences as 
indoor bathrooms, vacuum cleaners, and automobiles. These people 
not only read the Curtis magazines, but they bought or asked for 
the products advertised in the magazines, Parlin said.

Merchants in Sabetha “studied the wants of the leaders; they 
stocked for others what these leaders selected for themselves,” Parlin 
wrote, echoing his earlier conclusions about farm communities. By 
labeling Sabetha “typical” of Midwestern and Western farm com-
munities, the company was able to claim the ability to generalize its 
fi ndings to all farm communities, thereby creating further proof of 
the value of advertising in its magazines. “The three dimensions of 
Curtis circulation—large numbers, quality homes, and superior 
attention—enable a manufacturer through the pages of the Curtis 
publications to shape the thoughts of readers and dealers, and through 
them, of the masses who imitate,” Parlin wrote. “The old idea that 
the farm is the market for cheap, unbranded merchandise is obsolete. 
The farm families of the Sabetha territory apparently have greater 
purchasing power than the families living in Sabetha itself, and the 
experience of merchants is that they are willing to spend it for high-
grade branded goods. Today the manufacturer of high-grade mer-
chandise can advantageously make a direct appeal to this new but 
very real farm market.”24

In 1922, when Curtis returned to Sabetha for a follow-up study,25 
Parlin said that the original study “has proved to be a most valuable 
picture of the reading and buying habits of a typical rural commu-
nity.” Curtis used the Sabetha study as a guide for several other 
studies in the 1920s and 1930s as it gathered information about read-
ing habits, buying habits, and product use.26 These case studies, espe-
cially the study of Sabetha, were rich in detail—detail the company 
used to try to better understand the dynamics of the larger national 
marketplace. Such studies had a secondary benefi t, though: They 
were much cheaper and less time consuming than the broad national 
surveys the company had done throughout the 1910s and 1920s, and 
by defi ning the smaller areas as “typical” or “average,” the company 
could apply the results of the studies to areas nationwide. Similarly, 
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Parlin estimated that an advertiser could conduct a single-city study 
of its product distribution and sales methods for about $400. If 
research in one city resulted in information that saved money, he 
said, then it could easily be expanded into other cities.27

Competing Views

Scores of agencies and other companies followed Curtis’s lead in the 
1920s. The Sabetha reports were among at least two dozen in-depth 
studies that publishers, advertising agencies, universities, federal 
agencies, and businesses made of farm and small town life in the 
early 1920s. Household Magazine, Woman’s World, People’s Popular 
Monthly, and Meredith Publications, publisher of Successful Farming 
and Better Homes and Gardens, all surveyed their subscribers. J. Walter 
Thompson alone conducted at least four such studies between 1924 
and 1926. One research agency went as far as publishing a series of 
books about rural villages.28

Thompson said it found Curtis’s Sabetha study fl awed because 
it concentrated on a single county rather than the many regional 
farming areas. Thompson said in 1925, for example, that it had 
identifi ed eighteen distinct agricultural regions in which farming, 
rural, and small town life “present a fair degree of uniformity.” It 
chose eleven counties that it said were representative of about two-
thirds of the rural population and then, like Curtis Publishing, set 
out to visit every store and hundreds of farm homes in those coun-
ties. In doing so, it hoped to log, as Curtis had in Sabetha, what 
people read, what they bought, what the sales potential of the area 
was, and what sort of distribution and sales system would be needed 
to sell more products in the areas.29

After compiling information from two counties—Putnam in 
New York and Randolph in Indiana—about everything from farm-
ers’ preferences for rubber boots and overshoes to hair tonics, breads, 
soaps, and knit underwear, Thompson called its study “illuminating 
in the extreme.” For the fi rst time, the company said, it had a tan-
gible basis for judging the way that urban lifestyles and tastes had 
spread to rural areas.30 Paul T. Cherington of Thompson’s New 
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York offi ce noted that between 1900 and 1925, nearly 500,000 
miles of good roads had been built in rural America, more than 
3,500,000 farmers had bought automobiles, farm products had 
increased in value by a factor of four, 450,000 homes had been wired 
for electricity, and 640,000 had been equipped with running water. 
“These changes all represent modifi ed habits of and capacity for 
consumption,” Cherington wrote.31

Both Curtis and Thompson considered that type of information 
crucial. In the 1920s, Thompson distributed a memo to its staff each 
month about the rural market. In 1922, it told its clients not to 
overlook small towns, especially in Western states. In many cases, 
wrote George Pearson of Thompson’s Chicago offi ce, towns of 
12,000 to 15,000 population were “commercially of greater impor-
tance” than densely populated urban areas, in part because they 
attracted consumers from a wide trading area. Curtis’s internal pub-
lications from the 1920s also contained many observations about the 
farm market, analyzing, among other things, the effect of Prohibi-
tion on farmers, the economic outlook for agricultural areas, and 
changing consumer tastes of farm families. In 1924, Curtis declared 
the image of the hick farmer “as extinct as the dodo bird.”32

Despite its potential, though, the rural market was diffi cult to 
reach, a problem that kept advertisers from pursuing that part of the 
nation as much as they would have liked. One reason was the lack 
of a dominant national medium. Newspapers were the medium of 
choice for most agencies and advertisers through the 1910s and into 
1920s. By advertising in the largest city dailies, advertisers could 
easily reach an urban and suburban audience of hundreds of thou-
sands, and even millions. Obtaining a similar exposure in rural areas 
was much more diffi cult. In 1916, J. Walter Thompson estimated 
that there were almost seven times as many weeklies (serving pri-
marily rural areas) as dailies (serving urban areas), in addition to 
smaller monthlies, bimonthlies, semi-monthlies, and various other 
publications. Sorting through all those papers and selecting the ones 
worthy of national advertising, it said, would take a “superhuman” 
effort. The matter was made worse by the cost of the advertising. 
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The agency estimated that using country weeklies to reach the same 
size audience as the Chicago Tribune would cost six times more than 
the Tribune.33 That is where Curtis had an advantage, and that is 
where Curtis sought to portray itself as the purveyor of the true 
national market, not only through the Saturday Evening Post but 
through its new magazine, Country Gentleman.

A New Curtis Magazine

Cyrus Curtis was intimately familiar with the farm periodical mar-
ket, having started the Tribune and Farmer in 1879. He gave up that 
farm paper when he and his wife turned a section of the paper into 
the Ladies’ Home Journal in 1883, but he began to see opportunity 
again and went shopping for a farm magazine in 1908. The farm 
periodical market had been growing steadily. Between 1875 and 
1909, the number of general agricultural periodicals more than dou-
bled, from about 70 to 180.34 Despite that crowded fi eld, Curtis had 
a vision of a new type of magazine, one modeled on the Post. That 
is, he wanted to create a national farm magazine devoted to the 
business aspects of agriculture.35 In 1911, he bought Country Gentle-
man, which claimed to be the oldest farm publication in the United 
States. It had a subscriber list of only 25,000, and many of those had 
failed to pay for several years. For $100,000, Curtis essentially bought 
a name, but it was a name that he could build up through advertis-
ing, as he had done with the Post.

The magazine drew from both the staffs and the philosophies of 
the Journal (listening to readers) and the Post (emphasizing business). 
J. Clyde Marquis, the fi rst editor, came from the Journal; Harry A. 
Thompson, its second editor, had been art director of the Post. Yet 
Thompson promised a publication with its own identity, one that 
would be broad enough to appeal to the entire family and the entire 
nation. “I do not want to talk about big features, but I want to make 
each number as full of stuff that will interest the farmer and his family 
as we can possibly make it,” he told the advertising staff in 1913. The 
next year, in outlining the magazine’s philosophies, the company 
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said the mission of Country Gentleman was fourfold: to seek a national 
solution to the problems of agriculture; to pursue “a square deal” 
for farmers, in “recognition of the fact that whatever improves the 
situation of the man on the land is of universal benefi t”; to improve 
the effi ciency of farmers; and to improve social conditions and “stan-
dards of home-making” on the farm.36

Curtis spent more than $2 million on Country Gentleman before 
it turned a profi t in 1917. Much of that money went to pay for the 
experts in farming that the company hired to write for the magazine, 
from offi cials in the Department of Agriculture and state experiment 
stations to college professors and business leaders. Curtis Publishing 
was so impressed by the Agriculture Department’s investigative meth-
ods that it patterned the editorial operation of Country Gentleman after 
it. The Agriculture Department sent “men throughout the country 
to investigate and discover facts, to get the best material on the sub-
ject wherever they happen to be and to present the same to men in 
other states who have similar problems,” Marquis said in 1915.37

A large portion of the magazine’s early spending, though, went 
toward advertising, circulation, and marketing. (See Figure 5.2.) 
Between January and April of 1916, for example, the company spent 
$200,000 on twice-weekly advertisements in 185 newspapers in the 
Midwest and several farm publications, promoting Country Gentle-
man as a “progressive” farm paper and “the great national farm 
weekly” that provided “crisp, clear suggestions” about practical agri-
cultural problems. The company used similar, frequent campaigns 
throughout the 1920s and 1930s, essentially embracing the very 
advertising strategy that the Thompson agency had dismissed as 
impossible.38

Creating a Savvy Consumer

Curtis Publishing’s goal for Country Gentleman was clear from the 
start: to help turn the farmer into a business leader and thus create 
a more savvy consumer of advertised products. “Some people think 
that the chief end of farming is to put a seed into the ground, sit 



Figure 5.2 Curtis promoted its farm magazine, Country Gentleman, extensively. 
It often used iconic images on the cover, as in this promotional issue from 1925.
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down and watch it grow,” Curtis wrote in a promotional pamphlet 
in 1913. “That side of farming can be found in books of poetical 
quotations and on foreclosed mortgages. The chief end of farming 
is profi t. The farmer is no sentimental hero of a poem—though the 
poets have overworked him up to date. He is a business man like a 
manufacturer or a banker. He sows seed to reap dollars.”39

Curtis also catered specifi cally to farm women with a section of 
the magazine called “Country Gentlewoman.” In 1923, after a sur-
vey found that more women were reading the magazine than Curtis 
realized, the company hired an editor, Caroline B. King, to better 
develop the “Country Gentlewoman” section. Under King, whom 
Curtis called a “nationally known authority on cooking and home-
making,” the magazine greatly increased the amount of material for 
women, focusing on such things as fashion, beauty, child care, inte-
rior decorating, and handicrafts. It further enhanced the section in the 
1930s, essentially turning it into a magazine for women within the 
pages of Country Gentleman. It also created an organization of clubs 
for farm women, the Country Gentlewoman League, in effect form-
ing a social organization linked to consumption of the magazine.40

Curtis drew on the growing importance of consumption of con-
sumer products as it marketed Country Gentleman to advertisers in 
an elitist tone, saying that it was “a high-priced farm paper” that was 
“edited for farmers who are leaders in farm methods—whose thought 
and actions dominate farm progress in their localities.” In 1923, 
Curtis told its staff members that the number of farms that Country 
Gentleman reached did not matter nearly as much as the wealth of 
those farms. Although the magazine’s circulation did not parallel 
farm wealth, Curtis said, “it does undoubtedly reach a far greater 
percentage of the farmers in the wealthy counties than in the poor 
ones; it has been tending in this direction more or less for the past 
three or four years; and as our effort is very consciously directed to 
that end, it will continue to do so.”41

In the memos Curtis sent to its staff members during the 1920s, 
the company stressed the practicality of Country Gentleman, and in 
1929, Curtis said it took “particular pride” in the “popularizing of 
fundamental scientifi c research” through Country Gentleman and in 
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assisting farmers in the move toward mechanization and electrifi ca-
tion in the 1920s. It said that American farmers were by necessity 
broadening their view of the world, concerning themselves with 
such things as marketing, tariffs, foreign competition, and interna-
tional trade, and that Country Gentleman was shifting its focus to help 
interpret those sorts of issues. “There is more to farm life than corn 
and hogs,” Curtis wrote in 1924. “There is more in the Country 
Gentleman than corn and hogs. It is the rural weekly.”42

Again, Curtis seemed to be fi ghting the perceptions of its staff 
members and the biases of advertisers and agencies. It was a confl ict 
that would continue for years. The research kept telling the com-
pany that the farm market was full of opportunities. And yet staff 
members could not quite believe that themselves. The confl icts were 
apparent throughout the 1910s and 1920s. In promoting Country 
Gentleman in 1914, for example, the company asserted that Ameri-
can farming was “big business, and the market for farm products is 
more than nation-wide. Modern means of transportation bring 
remote points close together and make any section a market for any 
other section.”43 In its house organ a few months later, though, it 
told manufacturers that they did not need to worry too much about 
the rural population because the people to whom they had the easi-
est access lived in and around cities. “Commercial conditions depend 
largely upon density of population, which is necessary to the main-
tenance of considerable markets and of transportation facilities for 
moving products. Great buying power, therefore, is found in the 
denser districts—and a greater need for the majority of manufactured 
products.”44

The Curtis magazine audiences also created a dilemma for the 
company. The Post and Journal were most popular in urban areas, 
with about half of their circulation in cities of 100,000 or more 
population. (See Table 5.1.) Country Gentleman was aimed at a rural 
audience, but lacked the prestige of either of the other two maga-
zines.45 If, as Curtis and others asserted, the rural and small town 
markets contained the largest portion of the country’s wealth and 
purchased the largest amount of consumer goods, how effective 
could magazines like the Post really be?46
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The company had another problem to overcome as well. In 
most cases, the small town market was controlled primarily by mer-
chants. National advertising was considered to have little effect. 
“The small-town dealer sells on his personal word and on the repu-
tation of the store, rather than on the reputation of the merchan-
dise,” one observer wrote in 1920. “He has a tighter hold on his 
customers’ trade than the manufacturer can hope to secure thru all 
the general publicity at his command.”47

Parlin identifi ed this problem, too, in his early studies, and he 
and his colleagues worked hard to understand the distribution pro-
cess. Much of advertising, Curtis Publishing told its customers, was 
not aimed at the consumer as much as it was at the shopkeeper, 
who could generate sales simply by stocking a product. It did little 

Table 5.1 U.S. Distribution of Curtis Magazines by Population, 
1913, 1928

Population % of U.S.
 Journal Post Country Gentleman

of Area Population Readers % Readers % Readers %

1913

500,000 and over 12.5 211,667 13.3 330,443 16.9 34,067 13.3
100,000–500,000 9.6 246,141 15.4 334,953 17.2 34,858 13.6
25,000–100,000 8.9 274,345 17.2 346,787 17.8 37,784 14.8
10,000–25,000 6.1 176,988 11.1 202,644 10.4 28,966 11.3
2,500–10,000 9.2 273,691 17.2 297,026 15.2 42,392 16.6
Less than 2,500 53.7 411,559 25.8 438,614 22.5 77,473 30.3

TOTAL  1,594,391  1,950,467  255,540

1928

100,000 and over 29.6 1,108,364 46.5 1,459,108 53.5 250,700 18.2
25,000–100,000 10.5 408,247 17.1 445,825 16.3 210,743 15.3
10,000–25,000 7.4 297,437 12.5 311,358 11.4 219,550 15.9
5,000–10,000 4.8 192,961 8.1 195,744 7.1 192,499 14.0
Less than 5,000 47.6 373,470 15.7 315,225 11.5 503,643 36.6

TOTAL  2,380,479  2,727,260  1,377,135

Sources: “Distribution of Circulation in Cities” in “Circulation Data, 1915–1919”; “Distribution of Maga-
zine Circulation in United States,” Curtis Bulletin 103 (1928); Fifteenth Census of the United States, 1930; 
Thirteenth Census of the United States, 1910.
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good to produce and advertise a product if that product was not 
available in stores.

Despite those problems, Curtis’s strategy of cultivating an elite 
audience and of selling that audience to advertisers worked to a large 
degree, as Country Gentleman became the dominant farm publication 
of the 1920s. By 1918, it took in more advertising revenue—
$1,505,022—than any other farm publication, accounting for 13 per-
cent of the total revenue of the 63 farm publications tracked by the 
Advertising Record Company. Between 1915 and 1930, the maga-
zine ranked no lower than thirteenth in advertising income among 
all national publications. It peaked at No. 7 in 1919, but throughout 
the 1920s, it outdistanced competitors like Farm Journal and Successful 
Farming, taking in hundreds of thousands of dollars in advertising 
from companies like Goodyear Tire & Rubber, U.S. Rubber, Inter-
national Harvester, Moline Plow, and Thomas A. Edison Inc.48

Country Gentleman went over well with readers also. Circulation 
rose from about 30,000 in 1911 to 300,000 in 1914. The magazine 
was revamped in the mid-1920s and was switched from weekly to 
monthly publication. Curtis increased the quality of the magazine’s 
paper stock, reduced the amount of “purely technical agricultural 
material,” and increased the amount it paid its writers, boasting that 
it was creating “quality without counting the cost.” In an attempt 
to broaden the magazine’s circulation even more, Curtis dropped 
the price of Country Gentleman to $1 for three years. At that price, 
the national master of the National Grange told Curtis in 1926, “we 
have not a farmer anywhere, or an individual interested in rural 
problems, who cannot afford to take the paper.” The circulation of 
Country Gentleman surpassed 1 million in 1925, reached 1.6 million 
in 1929, and grew to 2 million by 1939.49

An Elusive Market

Despite the emphasis that Curtis and other marketers placed on rural 
America in the early twentieth century, the farm market remained 
maddeningly elusive. Commodity prices plunged in 1920, remained 
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fl at through the 1920s, and nosedived during the Great Depression. 
What has been called the “golden age of agriculture” began to lose 
some of its glimmer, and Curtis itself said that the implement indus-
try experienced “four disastrous years” between 1920 and 1924, 
“the darkest years in its history.” And for all its success on the sur-
face, Country Gentleman apparently struggled behind the scenes. By 
one account, the magazine was profi table in only twelve of the 
forty-fi ve years that Curtis owned it, and its cumulative loss totaled 
about $15 million.50 Curtis gave up on Country Gentleman in 1955, 
changing its name to Better Farming and then selling it to Farm 
Journal and Town Journal. It had more than 2,400,000 subscribers at 
the time.51

Rural Americans did indeed buy, though, as Parlin predicted. 
By the mid-1920s, Curtis Publishing said, farmers and city people 
had jumped into the same melting pot of consumption. “America 
had fi nally become homogenous,” the company wrote in 1929, 
speaking of previous changes. “The people were all alike in dress, 
in language and, with minor differences, in thought and general 
reactions.”52 This common culture of consumption, though, helped 
make rural residents more comfortable in the cities and suburbs than 
they once had been. Even before the Depression wiped out many 
of the gains that farmers had made earlier in the century, the ranks 
of rural America were thinning. Between 1920 and 1930, the num-
ber of American farms declined by 160,000, and the percentage of 
the population in rural areas continued to shrink.53 Parlin and his 
colleagues had found their market and perhaps even had a hand in 
creating it. And yet, for all the research, for all the millions of dollars 
in advertising they took in, they never seemed willing to say that 
they understood it. “The vital question as to how much these people 
could, or would, buy if urged has been diffi cult to answer,” the 
J. Walter Thompson agency wrote of rural residents in 1926. “Nor 
is it answered yet.”54

Rural America may have perplexed marketers at the time, but 
their persistence in studying it shows how central it was to their 
thinking. In their eyes, urban America seemed a much simpler place 
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to understand and pursue, largely because of its concentration and 
growth. The population of rural America, on the other hand, was 
spread over a vast region and was, at least to the urban marketers, 
foreign. There were more mundane reasons that Curtis Publishing 
focused on rural America, though. With the company’s acquisition 
of Country Gentleman in 1911, the advertising staff was expected to 
fi ll the new publication with advertising, and the circulation staff 
was expected to sell more magazines. They could not do that unless 
they understood what they were dealing with. Parlin’s rural back-
ground also played a role. He had grown up in a small town in 
Wisconsin, and until he went to work for Curtis, had spent most of 
his adult life in small towns in the upper Midwest. His father had 
bought butter, eggs, and poultry from farmers and resold them in 
his small shop, and Parlin spoke nostalgically of the simple, idyllic 
lifestyle of nineteenth-century Wisconsin.55 Even if Parlin’s back-
ground gave him an affi nity for rural America, he pursued those 
areas not because of affection, but because his research pointed him 
that way. Clearly there was money to be made in rural America, 
and Parlin sent the Curtis staff in pursuit of it.

Still, as Curtis and other marketers began to look at rural Amer-
ica, they seemed to see both visions of what could be and, perhaps 
more important, images of what the country as a whole had long 
been. Since its founding, the United States had worshiped the ideal 
of the yeoman farmer. That ideal was still strong in the early twen-
tieth century, although the United States itself was changing, year by 
year, into a nation dominated by city people.56 Even so, marketers 
saw in rural America not only the yeoman farmer, but also the yeo-
man consumer, a leader who had money to spend, who was willing 
to try new products, and who could help reset the moral compass 
of the masses and lead them into this new world of consumption.

In the end, rural America changed the way it looked at con-
sumer goods, and marketers like Curtis cast aside many of their ste-
reotypes and changed the way they looked at rural America. To 
them, this was all about creating new consumers, wherever they 
could be found. And yet the same narrow mindedness that Curtis 
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and other companies harbored about farmers and farm communities 
took on an even stronger edge when race, class, and ethnicity were 
involved. For much of the consumer products world, color and class 
were not simply boundary lines; they were walls that conveniently 
blocked out what marketers considered the “worthless elements” of 
American society, leaving a white moneyed class in clear view. It 
was with that view that Parlin and his colleagues shaped the image 
of the ideal consumer.



6

Readers as Consumers

Do you know why we publish the Ladies’ Home Journal? The 
editor thinks it is for the benefi t of the American woman. That is 
an illusion, but a proper one for him to have. But I will tell you 
the publisher’s reason. . . . To give you people who manufacture 
things that the American women want and buy a chance to tell 
them about your products.

—CYRUS CURTIS TO A GROUP OF ADVERTISERS

As Charles Coolidge Parlin researched department stores and 
textiles in 1913, he began to realize that many of the work-
ings of the marketplace depended not so much on strategy 

and science as on whim. Distribution was certainly an important 
factor. So were such things as product availability, salesmanship, 
product displays, and advertising. He did his best to analyze those 
factors for Curtis Publishing and its advertisers and to point out 
weaknesses in business strategy and possibilities in the marketplace.

Not long after he began his work for Curtis, though, he began 
to see that those factors were meaningless if a product did not appeal 
to the consumer. Individual opinion mattered, but thousands of 
individual opinions mattered more. The success or failure of a prod-
uct in the emerging national marketplace depended upon its steady 
mass appeal. “The consumer is king,” Parlin said in his report on 
department stores. He later adopted the saying as part of a creed he 

This chapter was published in an earlier form as “The Reader as Consumer: Curtis 
Publishing Company and Its Audience, 1910–1930,” Journalism History 22 (Summer 
1996): 46–55.
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used to end speeches to manufacturers and trade groups. “The whim 
of the consumer makes and unmakes the manufacturers, the jobbers 
and the retailers,” he said. “Whoever wins the confi dence of the 
consumer wins the day; and whoever loses it, is lost.”1

Parlin’s creed was, Robert Bartels argues, an articulation of the 
notion that consumption was the “end and object of production,” 
a rejection of the nineteenth century view of production as an end 
in itself and as a means of self-suffi ciency. It was also part of an 
important rethinking of consumer behavior. Until the early twenti-
eth century, most business executives and advertising practitioners 
considered the consumer self-interested but rational. With a grow-
ing acceptance of social science, especially psychology, their views 
shifted, and they began to consider the consumer as an irrational 
actor in the marketplace, someone guided more by emotion than 
by reason.2 Parlin’s motto also underscored a shift in thinking about 
the marketplace and the priorities of American business. The gov-
ernment, and to a lesser extent, business, had long collected statistics 
about everything from shipping and exports to the production of 
agricultural products and the output of mining operations. What they 
lacked, until the late 1920s, was detailed data about the nationwide 
consumption of consumer products. That is where Parlin’s work fi t 
in. As businesses were placing increasing emphasis on consumers and 
the need to tailor their products toward the masses, researchers like 
Parlin were recognizing the need to study those consumers.

Paying close attention to consumers had been a crucial part of 
the magazine world since the late nineteenth century, when publish-
ers like Cyrus Curtis saw an opportunity in amassing audiences that 
advertisers would pay handsomely to reach. Curtis and his contem-
poraries promoted consumption as a dutiful act that aided the adver-
tiser, who in turn aided the publisher, who in turn aided the reader. 
It was this type of circular process that thousands of Americans began 
to see as a wheel of progress, moving them toward greater comfort, 
status, and well-being individually and as a nation. To keep that 
wheel rolling toward greater profi ts for itself, though, Curtis Pub-
lishing had to hold the interest of readers and advertisers. The central 
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element of doing that was information—reading matter for subscrib-
ers and data about those subscribers for advertisers.3

From the 1880s on, Curtis and his staff continually made a case 
that Curtis publications reached the elite of American society—
people with culture and, most important, people with money.4 The 
company told advertisers that Curtis publications, with their “high 
grade” artwork and printing, appealed only to “the intelligent, the 
earnest and the progressive.” The Ladies’ Home Journal was “designed 
for the home loving,” while the Saturday Evening Post was “designed 
for the men and women who desire a wholesome, sane and enter-
taining treatment of modern life in fi ction and in fact.”5 The Post’s 
editor, George Horace Lorimer, said that the Post appealed “to two 
classes of men: Men with income, and men who are going to have 
incomes, and the second is quite as important as the fi rst to the 
advertiser.”6 With its farm magazine Country Gentleman, Curtis 
assured advertisers of “an intelligent audience, an interested hearing 
and a well-grounded confi dence,”7 and insisted that “the exceptional 
and constant increase in the wealth of these particular readers means 
that from season to season they will be more and more desirable 
customers for high-grade merchandise of many sorts.”8 Similarly, 
Curtis proclaimed its newspaper, The Public Ledger, the publication 
of the “intelligent masses,” asking advertisers: “What kind of people 
do you wish to reach in Philadelphia?”9

Responding to Doubts

Even as the publisher of the two widest-circulating magazines of the 
1910s and 1920s, though, Curtis Publishing could not escape the 
scrutiny of advertisers who wanted proof about its readership claims. 
Edward Bok, the editor of the Journal, noted in 1913 that his maga-
zine had been criticized for being read by too many girls and not 
enough serious-minded women, although he discounted any such 
criticism as speculation, without offering any proof to back up his 
own claims.10 Companies such as Peerless, Packard, and Pierce-
Arrow automobiles were skeptical that buyers of their products read 
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Curtis publications, and they were, therefore, reluctant to buy Cur-
tis advertising.11 The advertising manager of the Thomas B. Jeffery 
Company, maker of Rambler Motor Cars, criticized magazines in 
general for crowing about their widespread circulations but failing 
to provide accurate information to back up their claims that their 
readers were really buyers.12

Advertising agencies also put pressure on publishers, demanding 
proof about publications’ claims that their large audiences paid close 
attention to advertising. Publications had come to use large circula-
tion fi gures as a sort of status symbol, demanding higher prices for 
advertising as circulation numbers rose. The identifi cation of readers 
in mere numbers no longer seemed enough, though. Advertisers 
wanted to know who those readers were and what other publica-
tions they read. They wanted to know where the readers lived and 
the types of products they bought. Just as businesses increasingly 
sought information about markets and products, they likewise sought 
information about audiences and consumers. Advertisers and agen-
cies also raised concerns that magazines, including those published 
by Curtis, failed to reach a unique audience. That is, readers tended 
to subscribe to more than one periodical. To advertisers who sought 
the widest possible audience at the lowest possible cost, such “dupli-
cation” was often seen as wasteful and ineffi cient. Why, advertisers 
asked, should they buy space in both the Post and the Journal if the 
same families subscribed to both magazines?13

To blunt such criticism and to provide proof that it reached both 
a mass and a class audience, Curtis began using its Division of Com-
mercial Research to compile information about readers. Its early 
readership reports appear to be among the fi rst of their kind con-
ducted by an American publisher. Parlin conducted Curtis’s fi rst 
readership survey in 1916, and through the 1920s he and his col-
leagues expanded their use of audience studies. That research involved 
a process of defi nition that required both inclusion and exclusion, 
and helped Curtis carve a niche in the mass market. It also reinforced 
stereotypes of African Americans and immigrants, labeling them as 
outcasts in a culture built on the ability to buy. To Cyrus Curtis and 
his staff, readers were more than just an audience; they were a prod-
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uct in themselves, something that could be defi ned, packaged, and 
sold to advertisers. In the commercial publishing world at the turn 
of the century, readers became a valuable commodity.

“Mass” and “Class”

In the early twentieth century, Curtis Publishing often blurred the 
distinction between “class” and “mass” circulation as its subscription 
lists soared into the hundreds of thousands, and then into the mil-
lions. Its defi nition of “class,” though, was often middle class—or, 
perhaps more appropriately, buying class. The target readership was 
often defi ned by the ownership of such things as homes, automo-
biles, typewriters, and telephones, or the availability of electricity or 
department-store charge accounts.14 It sought to portray its publica-
tions as the choice of the well-to-do, but then broadened its defi ni-
tion of well-to-do to include everyone from “millionaire to mill 
worker”—essentially anyone who could be considered “a substantial 
citizen and a good customer for a worthy product.”15

By 1915, Bok had begun defi ning the readers of the Ladies’ 
Home Journal by income. He told the advertising staff that the maga-
zine was directed primarily toward families with incomes of $1,200 
to $3,000 (about $26,000 to $65,000 today16), and to a lesser extent 
toward those with incomes up to $5,000. Some people who made 
more money also read the magazine, he acknowledged. “We direct 
our attention, however, to the class from $1,200 to $3,000, because 
they are the families having the greatest need of help, and to whom 
we can be of greatest assistance.”17

That “assistance,” as several scholars have shown, often involved 
instructing people what to buy and how to buy. In the 1910s and 
1920s, for instance, Curtis sold patterns of fashions featured in the 
Journal, offered blueprints for houses featured in the Journal, and 
worked with department stores to display and make available the 
ready-to-wear fashions the magazine showcased.18 It addressed 
cleanliness, home decorating, and countless other areas involving the 
consumption of increasing numbers of consumer products. As Jen-
nifer Scanlon writes, Bok had two visions of the Journal’s audience: 
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women as caretakers of the home and women as consumers. At a 
time of enormous change in American society, she says, the Journal 
encouraged women “to read rather than act, to conform to middle-
class mores rather than seek out new and possibly more revolution-
ary alternatives” in education, work, and household.19

Lorimer did not have nearly as precise a defi nition of readers of 
the Post, but he nonetheless had an idea of who his readers were. 
When circulation rose above three million for a few issues in 1927, 
Lorimer called it “honest circulation, clean circulation” free of cut-
rate promotions. He said the Post “goes to the most intelligent and 
progressive audience in America—the backbone of the commu-
nity’s buying power.”20 The Post, in fact, came to symbolize the 
rise of the mass magazine in the early twentieth century. John Teb-
bel and Mary Ellen Zuckerman call it “the bible of middle-class 
America” in the early twentieth century, and Daniel Boorstin calls 
it “weekly fare for the great mass of Americans who considered 
themselves middle class.” Jan Cohn calls it “one of America’s great 
mass magazines—perhaps its greatest.”21

A 1928 article by Leon Whipple, a writer and social critic, seems 
to sum up the general sentiments that have persisted into the twenty-
fi rst century about the appeal of the Post:

Who reads the Post? Who looks in the mirror? Everybody—
high-brow, low-brow, and mezzanine; the hardboiled busi-
ness man and the soft-boiled leisure woman; the intelligenzia, 
often as a secret vice; Charles M. Schwab has subscribed for 
twelve years, Elbert Gary had for eighteen. The White House 
must take in a copy or two if it has a sense of gratitude. You 
read it—and I.22

Lorimer himself used to lurk near the newsstand at the Reading 
Railroad terminal in Philadelphia and see who bought the Post. He 
described those people as “the class of people you like to see—the 
prosperous business men and the young women who have positions 
with good fi rms.”23
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A Special Audience

Cyrus Curtis had made similar generalizations in the late nineteenth 
century. From the early 1880s, when he started the Tribune and 
Farmer, Curtis told advertisers that the readers of Curtis publications 
were something special. He stressed that the paper’s “entire circula-
tion was secured by newspaper advertising, consequently all our 
readers are peculiarly the very class who read and answer advertise-
ments.” He also promised advertisers that if their ads failed to pro-
duce results, “we shall neither expect nor solicit a continuance of 
your patronage.”24

To attract subscribers, Curtis offered the paper at a discount, but 
only if buyers would sign a statement that they would “read and 
answer the Advertisements as far as they can conveniently do so.” 
He sought to induce in readers a sense of responsibility toward his 
publication, toward advertisers, and toward buying in general, and 
he tried to create a sense of guilt in those who did not buy advertised 
products. He admitted that advertisements were scorned by many 
people, but he promised, in language that would later be repeated 
in promotional material for the Ladies’ Home Journal, that Tribune 
and Farmer advertisements “are known to be reliable and may be 
answered with perfect safety.” Advertisers, he told readers, were for 
the most part manufacturers and producers, and by answering ads, 
consumers could bypass the middleman. “So great a variety is adver-
tised in our columns that one is almost sure to fi nd something he 
needs, and having found it, should not hesitate to send for it, not 
only for his own profi t but for ours also, as, by giving this paper at 
cost, we are obliged to look to advertisers for our profi ts, and must 
make it a good medium to secure patronage.”25

That type of attention to the reader began to grow after the turn 
of the century as the consumer became ever more important in the 
success of Curtis Publishing Company. During Parlin’s fi rst several 
years at Curtis, as he conducted studies of agricultural implements, 
textiles, department stores, automobiles, and foodstuffs, he gathered 
anecdotal information about the readership of the Post and Journal.26 
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He did not attempt to conduct a full-fl edged analysis of the readers 
of the two magazines, but instead talked with many merchants, job-
bers, and manufacturers around the country about the content of 
the magazines and their perceptions of readers. He did not seem 
interested in fi nding out anything new about the magazines, but 
rather in confi rming their importance to consumers and to busi-
nesses.27 “Everybody reads the Post,” Parlin wrote, “not only the 
merchants and their buyers but the girls at the counter.” He also 
wrote that department store managers considered both the Journal 
and the Post “authorities on quality,” and they pored over the maga-
zines to try to pick up tips for their newspaper advertising and to 
apply to their salesmanship.28 He later compiled snippets of his inter-
views in a book for advertising representatives, and he urged repre-
sentatives to familiarize themselves with the quotes before meeting 
with potential advertisers.29

Within a few years, as Parlin gained experience and confi dence 
as a researcher, he moved the consumer to the forefront of Curtis 
Publishing’s research projects.30 His division still sought to defi ne 
“markets.” That is, he and his associates still attempted to chart the 
distribution and sales mechanisms of the growing volume of con-
sumer goods in such businesses as food, textiles, farm machinery, 
and automobiles. That type of information was increasingly valuable 
and necessary as competition intensifi ed nationally. Increasingly, 
though, the Division of Commercial Research sought to learn more 
about the consumer and to try to prove that the readers of Curtis 
magazines were a well-heeled, responsive audience that the pro-
gressive manufacturer could not do without. Like other publishers 
of magazines and newspapers, Curtis sought increasingly to defi ne 
readers as consumers and to market those consumers as an audience 
for advertisers.31

Parlin conducted the company’s fi rst readership study in 1915 
and 1916, a mail survey of 31,000 readers of the Country Gentleman. 
He followed that, in 1919 and 1920, with a study of the Public Ledger 
of Philadelphia. The two reports seem to be among the fi rst full-
fl edged commercial readership surveys done by a U.S. publisher.32 
Although readership studies of the Post and Journal would later 
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become a regular part of Curtis’s research, the direction and control 
of those and other Curtis publications were left mostly to their edi-
tors.33 The Post and the Journal, especially, were vastly successful, 
and the company saw no need to apply extensive research to the 
editorial formula of successful products. In fact, readership research 
as an editorial tool did not really catch on until the Great Depres-
sion, when editors and publishers were forced to look more closely 
at costs and space.34 Curtis, under the guidance of Parlin, began to 
experiment with those types of studies years earlier.

Starting with the Farm Audience

The fi rst Country Gentleman survey looked partly at reader wants, but 
as with nearly all Commercial Research studies, it was primarily aimed 
at gathering information for the Advertising Department. The pur-
pose of the survey, Parlin wrote, “was to defi ne the characteristics 
of these readers, their agricultural activities, their habits of buying, 
and their interest in The Country Gentleman.” The questions he asked 
helped defi ne readers as people with money and land and with the 
ability to make major capital purchases—such things as tools and 
machinery. More than 90 percent lived within twenty-fi ve miles of 
a trading center, indicating that they “can be cultivated for the sale 
of products having a distribution in city stores.”35 A follow-up sur-
vey in 1920 sought much the same information, but broke the sur-
vey into more geographic areas and identifi ed the brands of products 
that readers bought. It also sought to determine why nonrural resi-
dents purchased Country Gentleman.36 The next year, the company 
gathered feedback from readers by offering prize money for essays 
about “Why I Subscribe to the Country Gentleman.”37 The company 
continued periodic audience analyses, conducting reader surveys in 
1925, 1926, 1931, and 1940.38

The Public Ledger survey did not seek to defi ne the newspaper’s 
readership. Curtis did that itself in choosing whom it interviewed: 
primarily business leaders, political fi gures, labor leaders, professors, 
teachers, women considered to have community infl uence, and to 
a lesser extent, newspaper sellers and distributors.39 The Ledger, 
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which was created as a penny paper in 1836, had long had a reputa-
tion as a conservative newspaper with a devoted readership that was 
“all quality.” Under the editorship of George W. Childs in the late 
1800s, it became the primary newspaper of Philadelphia’s elites. 
Cyrus Curtis hoped to build on that reputation. He bought the 
newspaper in 1913, created an afternoon edition the next year, and 
sought to turn the Ledger into a national daily that would enhance 
the image of Philadelphia.40

The primary aim of the Ledger survey was “to formulate concrete 
suggestions for the betterment” of the editorial product. How, in 
other words, could the newspaper attract more readers? As Parlin and 
his staff contemplated that question, they grounded their opinions in 
the workings of advertising, refl ecting a shift, which had started in the 
nineteenth century, toward running newspapers more as commer-
cial businesses than as political organs. The success of the advertising 
columns depended to a great extent on the success of the editorial 
columns. If a newspaper could not attract readers, it could not attract 
advertisers, and if it did not have advertisers, it could not afford to 
pay for news coverage. It seemed probable, Parlin wrote, “that seri-
ous losses in advertising or circulation whenever they occur are apt 
to refl ect unsound editorial policies; for, what in the long run is best 
for one department must be best for all.” He advised the Ledger staff 
to concentrate on three things: becoming a city booster, improving 
the accuracy of local news, and avoiding sensationalism.

He also urged the two newspapers to follow a unifi ed editorial 
policy and to be less aggressive in taking on public offi cials and in 
taking unpopular stands on controversial issues in editorials and news 
stories. It was advice that clearly confl icted with journalistic ideals, 
but showed how the values of advertising had begun to encroach on 
the values of journalism.41 In other words, he offered the same advice 
to the newspapers that he offered to the manufacturers of consumer 
goods: provide a quality product consistently and do so without 
offending buyers. Journalism was a commodity that could be shaped 
and packaged just like any other commodity. The trick was to win 
enough market share to achieve profi tability. Parlin urged going 
after the “right” market, the readers with money—the type of con-
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sumers that advertisers most desired. A consistent, conservative, and 
thoughtful editorial policy would do just that, he wrote.42

How much of that advice the editors took is not known. Curtis 
Publishing and its newspaper company spared no expense with the 
Ledger, though, spending millions on news coverage, starting a 
national syndicate, and buying four competing newspapers. It also 
constructed an enormous, state-of-the-art offi ce building and print-
ing plant next to the Curtis Publishing Company building in 1925, 
offered free classifi ed advertising for a time, and often operated the 
newspaper at a loss. None of it was enough. Both the morning and 
evening editions faltered during the Depression. In 1934, the morn-
ing and Sunday Ledgers merged with the Philadelphia Inquirer, which 
carried the Ledger name on its nameplate until the 1970s. The eve-
ning edition folded in 1942.43

“Advertising Land”

Increasingly in the early twentieth century, the world of advertising 
worked with such an idealized notion of audience that nearly every-
thing except consumption was discounted. In 1915, a copywriter 
admonished his colleagues for living in a fantasy world he called 
“Advertising Land.” In Advertising Land, people sat at home and 
waited eagerly for the arrival of the next issue of Marvelous Monthly. 
The young women of the family all clipped coupons and kept their 
hope chests stuffed with free samples and brochures about buying 
wedding rings on credit. Their brothers walked around in a daze, 
saying little but “U-m-m-m, it’s good!” The mother of the family 
eagerly thumbed through the magazine’s advertising, crying out: 
“Here is the very thing we have been needing.” She and a neighbor 
later chat excitedly about a new campaign for Scotch Marmalade. 
Her husband, having already read the magazine, is busy writing away 
for a free booklet that will tell him how to increase his profi ts, one 
of several booklets he sends away for each month. The writer of the 
satire, F. R. Feland, wondered whether his profession had not lost 
touch with the people it was trying to reach. “Is this country of ours 
really a country or is it the pipe dream of a tired copy writer?” he 
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asked. “Are citizens real people or are they cloud shapes, formed in 
the drifting smoke of a commercial artist’s cigarette?”44

Gradually, advertisers began to demand more than just idealized 
notions of audience, and readership surveys emerged as a means to 
help identify the subscribers of publications.45 These surveys were 
extensions of circulation data that advertisers and agencies began to 
scrutinize as readership of popular magazines and newspapers soared 
in the late nineteenth century—data that were themselves extensions 
of simple lists of publications that agencies kept.

With no uniform means of proving—or even calculating—
circulation, unscrupulous publishers felt free to infl ate their numbers 
by hundreds or even thousands.46 The most confi dent publications 
began offering independent circulation audits to satisfy their wary 
customers. As early as the late 1880s, Curtis Publishing encouraged 
advertisers to visit its offi ce in Philadelphia and conduct their own 
audit of the Ladies’ Home Journal. Other magazines, such as Century, 
Harper’s, and Scribner’s, initially resisted audits, with editors and pub-
lishers saying they did not think fi gures alone could represent the 
true “quality” of their circulations. “Common law does not compel 
the publisher to state his circulation, but the law of sense will not 
allow the advertiser to buy his advertising uncounted and unac-
counted for,” Nathaniel C. Fowler, author of one of the early refer-
ence books on advertising, said in 1897.47 Publications gradually 
began to adopt that point of view, and by the early 1910s, organiza-
tions such as the Audit Bureau of Circulations verifi ed circulation 
fi gures for advertisers.48

Circulation statistics alone, though, began to seem like a shallow 
means of judging a market, especially as advertising costs rose and 
the choices of media grew. Around the turn of the century, indi-
vidual advertising agencies began to devise ways of collecting statisti-
cal audience data. Among the most infl uential was the Chicago 
agency run by John Mahin. His monthly Mahin’s Magazine began 
to show advertisers the value of demographic research and how such 
factors as population shifts, employment trends, and income varia-
tions could affect an area’s sales potential and could be used in plan-
ning an advertising campaign.49
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Others also began experimenting with audience studies. Walter 
Dill Scott, a professor at Northwestern University and a writer for 
Mahin’s Magazine, surveyed Chicago daily newspaper readers for his 
book Psychology of Advertising in 1908. In 1911, R. O. Eastman of 
the Kellogg’s breakfast food company conducted his fi rst study of 
magazine readers—a post card survey for about fi fty members of the 
Association of National Advertising Managers.50 That same year, the 
advertising agent George Batten chose 100 homes in a Wisconsin 
town of 3,000 people and conducted interviews to fi nd out what 
periodicals they read.51

Curtis Takes a Cue

In late 1913, Eastman told the Curtis advertising staff of a second 
readership survey he had directed earlier that year. The survey was 
backed by more than sixty companies that, like Kellogg’s, wanted 
“to know what we are buying.” That is, they wanted to know more 
about magazines’ readers, especially how much duplication of cir-
culation there was among the dozens of popular magazines. Eastman 
compared an advertising purchase to a purchase of coal, which was 
analyzed to determine its heating and power potential. “We cannot 
buy advertising that way, unfortunately,” he said, “but we ought to 
work toward that point—of buying and selling advertising by its 
heat units, by its power units, by what it will do.”

The survey Eastman had directed consisted of a house-to-house 
canvass of 16,894 homes in 209 cities and forty states. He said that 
such surveys were just a beginning. “Advertising is a force,” he said, 
“a wonderful, powerful, tremendous force, but it has not been 
weighted, measured or gauged. Not only that; we have not found, 
we have not devised, the weights and measures or the gauge where-
with to weigh, measure and gauge it. The fi rst rudiments of the 
thing are before us.”52

Curtis took the hint from Eastman and other advertisers. The 
company fi rst provided a detailed breakdown of its circulation in 
1919, and through the 1920s and 1930s, it continued to expand its 
analyses of circulation, correlating Curtis circulation with such things 



128  CHAPTER 6

as income tax returns, number of wage earners, value of products 
sold in an area, and the number of passenger cars (both Fords and 
non-Fords). It mined the 1920 census for information about rent 
and other indicators of income. It also used its own research to fur-
ther its claims of superiority over competing publications.53 (See 
Chapter 7.)

The company expanded the market analyses of its readership 
each year, providing circulation fi gures by cities and counties, along 
with consumption information about each. It also tried to justify the 
cost of advertising in its publications, showing how a page in the 
Post or Journal cost more than an ad in other magazines but reached 
more people, thus offering a lower cost per reader. It also began to 
compile information to rebut arguments that few women read the 
Post (although its target audience was still men), and that the maga-
zine had grown so large—it often exceeded two hundred pages in 
the late 1920s—that readership of advertisements had declined.54 In 
1928, the company interviewed residents of more than 28,000 
homes in Watertown, New York, to determine not only which 
magazines people of the community bought, but more important, 
what magazines they actually read.55 “Advertisers pay for circula-
tion,” the company wrote in 1925. “But any part of the circulation 
of a magazine that doesn’t produce readers is waste. The most profi t-
able magazine to an advertiser is the magazine whose number of 
readers is highest in proportion to its circulation. That is why adver-
tising volume tends to parallel ‘number of readers’ rather than ‘quan-
tity of circulation.’”56

A Closer Look at the Post

Worrying about the effect of movies, radio, automobiles, and com-
peting magazines, Curtis began looking more substantively at read-
ership of the Post in the mid-1920s. In 1922, the company cross-
checked the subscriber lists of the Post, the Journal, and Country 
Gentleman from Ohio, Iowa, and New York to show that the dupli-
cation of subscribers among the magazines was small.57 That same 
year, it surveyed Post readers and asked them to name the other 
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magazines they read, trying to determine how much duplication 
there was between Post subscribers and subscribers of competing 
publications. It continued to narrow the market analyses of its read-
ership, providing circulation fi gures by towns and counties, along 
with consumption information about each.58

In 1925, the company sent staff members to four towns, where 
they called upon mostly men in offi ces and homes, drugstores, and 
groceries “to obtain something rather defi nite as to the intensity 
with which the Post was being read.” Two years later, Curtis told 
its advertising staff that the best way to respond to advertiser doubts 
about readership was to cite circulation, which had surpassed three 
million for some issues. The company also railed against competitors 
who cited “fi gures showing newsstand sales of ONE issue, with 
phrases that paint a brilliant picture of reader-hordes, pantingly 
trampling on each other’s necks in their anxiety to buy. . . . But for 
week-in-and-week-out, all-the-year-through DEMAND, we can 
submit facts that enable us safely to challenge any publication to 
come within Big-Bertha range of the Post.” The fi rst broad study 
of Post readership seems to have been done in 1930 and was fol-
lowed up in 1936 and 1939.59

In the 1930 study, Curtis said that certain basic things were 
known about all publications: total circulation, advertising volume, 
the class of advertising published, and physical appearance. Several 
lesser-known things were just as important, though, Curtis argued: 
how long a magazine was kept in a home, how many readers it had 
per copy, how readership was broken down by sex and occupation, 
and whether advertising was read. “There is no standard of measure-
ment by which the biggest factor in publishing may be reckoned—
the extent to which its columns are valued by the reader,” the 
company wrote. Curtis used that survey, as it had earlier surveys, to 
argue that each copy of the Post was read by 3.84 people and that 
the magazine reached a disproportionate percentage of high-income 
people (claims backed by advertising agency studies such as the one 
in Table 6.1). For instance, a group made up of executives, profes-
sionals, merchants and shopkeepers, and retired people accounted for 
69.62 percent of readers but only 11.89 percent of the population. 
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A second group made up of salesmen, skilled trades, offi ce clerical, 
agriculture, and students accounted for 28.89 percent of readers and 
54.55 percent of the population. A third group of public service 
employees, unskilled labor, and domestic and personal service occu-
pations accounted for only 1.49 percent of readers but 33.56 percent 
of the population.60

Table 6.1 Sample of a Readership Study

In late 1926, Daniel Starch, director of the Department of Research of the American Asso-
ciation of Advertising Agencies, released a readership analysis of 74 magazines. The study 
was based on personal interviews in 20,000 homes in 37 cities and towns.

According to Curtis Publishing, advertisers looked not at how a magazine’s circulation 
was distributed by class (columns marked % of Circulation below), but rather the percent-
age of each class that the publication reached. For example, 5.8% of the Post’s circulation 
went to people in class AA, but of all people in class AA, the Post reached 50.3%. In this 
survey, the Post reached a larger percentage of homes in the fi rst three classes than any other 
magazine. It was fi fth in group C, eighteenth in D. The Journal ranked fourth in group 
AA, second in A, B, and C, and fourth in D.

“Class” Circulation Breakdown of Post and Journal, 1926

 % of % of % of Post % Reached % of Journal % Reached
Class Total Income Circulation by Post Circulation by Journal

AA 1.2 7.6 5.8 50.3 2.8 22.1
A 6.6 18.1 20.2 31.3 14.0 19.8
B 46.8 47.8 49.8 10.9 53.5 10.7
C 38.8 24.1 23.3 6.1 27.7 6.7
D 6.6 2.4 0.9 1.3 2.0 2.8

People represented in each group:
Class AA Incomes of $10,000 and over. Business executives and owners of large 

businesses, some judges, military offi cers of higher ranks.
Class A Incomes of $5,000 to $10,000. Business executives and owners of slightly 

smaller businesses, judges, military offi cers, professors at larger universities.
Class B Incomes of $2,000 to $5,000. Business executives and owners of smaller 

businesses, department heads and managers, high-grade clerical workers, 
some skilled workers, some military offi cers, teachers in the upper salary 
groups, and professional men.

Class C Incomes of $1,000 to $2,000. Heads of small businesses, small retailers, 
skilled and semi-skilled workers, clerical workers, and elementary teachers.

Class D Incomes of below $1,000. Domestic servants, unskilled laborers.

Sources: “An Analysis of the Occupations and Incomes of the Subscribers and Buyers of Magazines,” and 
“Eastman Circulation Figures,” Curtis Bulletin 80 (November 12, 1926).
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The next year, Curtis translated its estimates into consumption, 
saying that the Post’s nearly 3 million copies were read each week 
by 11.4 million people who ate 239.4 million meals and had 220,000 
birthdays and more than 120,000 anniversaries, marriages, or engage-
ments. It prepared for those readers an imaginary meal of oyster 
stew, rolls, butter, coffee, ice cream, and cake, estimating that it 
would require 60 million oysters, 11.4 million rolls, 236,000 pounds 
of butter, 228,000 pounds of coffee, 1.9 million quarts of ice cream, 
and 570,000 cakes. “Discount this as you will,” the company wrote. 
“It’s a market.”61

The company seemingly saw no hypocrisy in sticking to its claims 
of an elite readership even after cutting the price of the Journal twice 
in the early 1920s, to nearly half its price of the late 1910s. The 
second price cut, from $1.50 to $1.10 a year in 1923—a dime more 
than Curtis had charged in 189062—came as competing magazines 
had begun to chip away at the Journal’s share of the market. Curtis 
seemed to see the biggest threat coming from Pictorial Review, which 
in 1926 began claiming a circulation larger than the Journal’s. Curtis 
dismissed the claim, but said that even if it were true, the Journal was 
superior because its subscribers paid full price in advance; its circula-
tion was highest in the best markets; the women who read it were 
leaders in their communities; and it had a history that had endeared 
it “into the minds and hearts of American women and created for it 
a confi dence in its character that makes” the Journal unique and domi-
nant among women’s publications. That is, it continued to claim 
only an elite readership, the type that advertisers most sought.63

A Process of Exclusion

When Eastman told the Curtis advertising staff about his survey of 
magazine readership in 1913, he said he did not have enough money 
or manpower to conduct a random survey of the country. Instead, 
he had to defi ne those areas that he thought would yield the most 
useful information, and he focused the survey “where the magazine-
reading classes were,” which primarily was “where the buying power 



132  CHAPTER 6

of the country lay.” The survey takers were instructed to get infor-
mation about every English-language publication that people read, 
as well as demographic information about a town or community and 
about the income group of the readers, from the upper class and 
upper middle class to the lower middle class (“the common people”) 
and the “lowest class of people that have the magazine-reading 
habit,” excluding such people as “the Slavs and Armenians and the 
illiterates.”64

At Curtis, the stated intention for mapping circulation was to 
help manufacturers determine the potential for their products, but 
the comparisons were also clearly aimed at helping Curtis magazines 
maintain their reputation as invaluable sales tools. As such, as in 
Eastman’s survey, there was a common denominator in nearly all of 
the company’s market studies, as well as in its promotional and sales 
materials: exclusion. Publishers like Curtis were interested in reach-
ing a growing middle class, a middle class that they saw as a homog-
enous group of white, and usually native-born, Americans whose 
genetic makeup and inherent abilities were assumed to have allowed 
them to rise to prosperity. These elites were seen as different and 
disparate from the lower classes (the “shawl” class, as Parlin called 
them). Because of that, Curtis rejected from its target audience both 
blacks and immigrants from Eastern Europe, the type of people that 
Parlin considered “worthless elements” and that the company con-
sidered to have “lowered tastes.”65 At one point, Curtis even tried 
to make a case that its readers were truly at the top of the evolution-
ary ladder. “To the illiterate, the slovenly, the foreign-speaking, the 
shiftless, the improvident, the appeal [of the Journal ] is of no 
moment—or, at least, not enough to warrant purchase,” the com-
pany said in an advertisement in 1912. “Those who can’t read, those 
who won’t read, and those who can’t afford to read are automati-
cally excluded.”66 (See Figures 6.1 and 6.2.)

Segregation and discrimination were widespread in American 
business of the time, and they were fi rmly embedded in the corpo-
rate culture of Curtis. The company employed many African Amer-
icans in the 1920s, but an employee newsletter showed them hold-
ing such jobs as lamp cleaners, snow shovelers, stewards, custodians, 
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or similar positions. Each spring when the company sponsored an 
annual Curtis Day celebration for its more than 4,000 workers, 
white employees gathered at the Curtis Country Club in Chelten-
ham, north of Philadelphia, and were treated to a parade and a cir-
cus, part of a full day of festivities. Black employees, dressed in their 

Figure 6.1 In promoting the “quality” of its readership, Curtis drew on stereotypes 
of blacks and immigrants, sometimes even using labels like “sub-normal” in referring 
to their ability to buy consumer products.
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Sunday best, gathered at nearby Willow Grove Park, where they 
had sack races and watched the company’s Negro baseball squad. 
Through the 1930s, the company’s advertising and circulation 
departments never crossed the color line. African Americans were 
not included in the company’s research into markets and consumer 
products, and circulation agents were directed away from areas 
inhabited by blacks and recent immigrants.67

A Divisive Mindset

Money, literacy, and education had for years been measures of worth 
in American society, but the divisiveness of class intensifi ed with the 
growth of a consumer society at the turn of the century. At the same 
time that advertisers and publishers sought to tap into and promote 
a new middle class, they used the methods of social science to 
exclude and marginalize those who failed to share in the rewards of 

Figure 6.2 Curtis portrayed its readers as white, educated, attentive, and well-to-do, 
characteristics it saw as defi ning an ideal buying class.
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modern industrial capitalism. “As a whole, the colored peoples have 
fewer wants, lower standards of living, little material prosperity and 
are not generally responsive to the same infl uences as the whites,” 
Curtis Publishing wrote in a primer on using census data in 1914.68 
The next year, Barton W. Currie, a Country Gentleman writer and 
editor, told the advertising staff that to understand the magazine’s 
audience, “we must begin by eliminating the illiterate and peasant 
type, and the foreign type who do not read English papers.”69

For the most part, that meant avoiding much of the South, with 
its large numbers of African Americans and its “shiftless white class.” 
The company backed up its position with its research, saying in 
1928, for instance, that Connecticut had a smaller population than 
South Carolina, but nearly six times the number of income tax 
returns and fi ve times the bank deposits. New Jersey had less than 
twice the population of Arkansas but nine times the number of 
income tax returns and seven times the number of homes with 
electric lights.70 And, as I have showed in other research, the Post 
and the Journal had far lower circulations in the South than they did 
in other regions, an analysis that fi ts with David Nord’s fi nding that 
working class Southerners in the late nineteenth century spent con-
siderably less on reading material than people who lived in New 
England and the Middle Atlantic states.71

Researchers, who themselves were primarily white and urban, 
saw consumers as white and urban as well, at least until farmers 
gained some cachet in the late 1910s and early 1920s, as I have 
shown in Chapter 5. In estimating the trading populations of impor-
tant U.S. cities, Parlin and an assistant, Henry Youker, said they had 
eliminated African Americans from all their counts. “Negroes, of 
course, buy some dry goods but the elimination of all Negroes about 
offsets the subnormal portion of both races,” they wrote. In the 
department store study, Parlin wrote of the South, “The large Negro 
population throughout the section is sub-normal in its purchasing 
power, and there is also a shiftless white class which is of little value 
in a mercantile proposition, so that the trading power as compared 
with that of the northern section, is best represented by the white 
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population only.” In a later study of food products, they echoed the 
Constitution’s count of each slave as three-fi fths a person, eliminat-
ing half of an area’s black population in an effort to make “buying 
power comparable in other sections.”72

In 1922, the company reiterated its desire to reach “worth-while 
white families.” In developing a market index in 1923, the Adver-
tising Department explained that because among blacks and the 
foreign-born there was a high percentage of illiteracy “and relatively 
low average of buying power, it seemed fair to base a market index 
primarily on native whites; but of the native whites some are igno-
rant and some lack the means to buy merchandise of their choice. 
Hence it seemed that perhaps it would be fairest to take one-half 
of the native whites as an index.” In other words, those people who 
could and did consume regularly were considered among the valu-
able and the elite. Those who did not, or could not, were consid-
ered defi cient, unable to improve themselves and their quality of 
life through spending. The idea was circular: Those who consumed 
succeeded, and those who succeeded consumed. Those who did 
not consume were cast aside like the packaging on the new name-
brand products.73

In Parlin’s case, this view that anyone but a white Anglo-Saxon 
was inferior seems to have come partly from a belief in a genetic and 
ethnic hierarchy, a common view of the era perpetuated and even 
promoted by American universities.74 Parlin once wrote that Jews 
had an “innate brilliance,” while blacks were “naturally indolent,”75 
a view that seemed to be shared by the Curtis advertising and circu-
lation staffs. A Curtis sales superintendent once ridiculed the circula-
tion methods of a competitor because a solicitor for the magazine 
sought subscribers in African American neighborhoods: “He says that 
they are not supposed to solicit Negroes, but that some he collects 
from ‘look like Negroes’ to him. He refers to Mulattoes who live in 
the Negro sections, and as you know . . . they are classed as Negroes 
in every way and are no more intelligent. He could not recall how 
many of this class he has to visit, but said there are ‘a few.’ However, 
these few Mulattoes together with the white trash make up about 
75 percent of the subscribers.”76 That line of thinking suggests that 
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even if blacks of the time had been on equal footing with whites 
economically, the color line would still have run deep. Just as Curtis 
employees sought to attract an economic elite to the company’s maga-
zines, they believed in a white cultural elite that was duty bound to 
steer the masses toward “proper” behavior and collective salvation.77

The tools of inclusion and exclusion that Curtis used in defi ning 
consumers were important to the arguments it made. By excluding 
large segments of the population and by defi ning the primary audience 
of consumer products as families instead of individuals, it could create 
a smaller target audience and increase the percentage of the audience 
its magazines reached, thereby giving the impression of higher effi -
ciency. That is, by excluding blacks and the foreign-born, it could 
reduce the U.S. population in the 1910s from about 100 million 
individuals to about 15 million native-born white families, about 
9 million of whom lived in the cities and suburbs—what, in 1914, 
it considered the “accessible” areas of the country. Curtis then cut 
that 9 million to 4.6 million by factoring in incomes, saying that 
advertisers should target families earning $1,000 or more annually.78

By defi ning its target audience and by narrowing the range of 
people it tried to reach, Curtis used an early form of niche market-
ing, targeting not the whole of the population but only those most 
likely to buy a product. A market, in Curtis’s terms, was only a 
fraction of the entire population. “The job is to fi nd out how large 
that minority is—and how to reach that fraction without wasting 
money and effort on the unavailable majority,” the company wrote 
in its house organ in 1914. In marketing a product, it urged manu-
facturers to ask themselves three questions: How many people could 
use the product? How many of those people could afford to buy the 
product? How many of those people could profi tably be reached by 
both advertising and mass distribution? “No product can support 
intensive selling effort in every nook and cranny of the nation,” the 
company said. “The expense would be prohibitive. The problem is 
to determine what to reject—what classes of the population, what 
geographical sections, what avenues of trade—then to concentrate 
selling effort on the rest. This demands, above all, careful study of 
the population fi gures.”79



138  CHAPTER 6

Reconsidering Immigrants

Although the company did not include recent immigrants in the 
same class as native-born Americans in the 1910s, 1920s, and 1930s, 
its perception of immigrants changed considerably in the early 1920s 
after the Division of Commercial Research made a study of the Pilsen 
district of Chicago. Parlin described the Pilsen area as populated by 
Bohemians, Poles, Magyars, Swedes, and other nationalities, “each 
with a racial consciousness. This district is not only foreign itself; it 
is surrounded by districts only less foreign than itself.” The company 
sold few magazines in the area, yet the researchers found that Pilsen 
residents bought just as many nationally advertised canned goods as 
did residents of such affl uent areas as Jackson Park and Evanston.

That discovery was initially startling, but Parlin and his associates 
formulated a theory to explain it. They reasoned that immigrants fi rst 
shopped at stores that stocked products from their home countries, 
but then gravitated toward branded goods to make themselves feel 
more American. Word about advertised products spread by word of 
mouth through the streets, Parlin wrote. Someone in a neighbor-
hood might read a magazine and then pass information on to a friend. 
Or a child or an acquaintance might work in another section of town 
and bring back news about products they had seen others use. “Upon 
the mind of the American, accustomed every hour to learn from the 
printed page, the manufacturer’s message quickly registers an impres-
sion. Upon the mind of the laborer, accustomed to heeding only 
verbal orders, the spoken word is potent,” Parlin said. “The foreign 
laborer is trained to heed what people say. He buys, for the most 
part, what someone tells him to buy. The advertising medium that 
reaches him is the spoken recommendation of his neighbors.”80

The important observation, regardless of the explanation, was 
that immigrants did indeed buy. The people in the foreign districts 
were still discounted to a great degree, defi ned in disparaging terms, 
in part because they did not read Curtis magazines. They could not 
be valued nearly as much as those in the affl uent sections of town 
who were loyal subscribers. The old biases and fears about foreigners 
did not disappear when Curtis Publishing discovered that they actu-
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ally bought consumer goods, but in the eyes of Parlin and his associ-
ates, immigrants were seen in a slightly better light. They consumed, 
and better yet, they consumed advertised goods. That, in Curtis’s 
view, made them a little less foreign and a little more American.

Elevating Women

Even as Curtis marginalized African Americans and immigrants, it 
tried to elevate the importance of women. As publisher of the coun-
try’s leading women’s magazine, it sought to establish women as the 
decision makers in the purchasing of everything from women’s and 
men’s clothing to food and automobiles.81 Parlin noted that the 
modern department store catered to women and that many women 
“have come to consider the spending of money not as a privilege, 
but as a serious economic duty worthy of careful thought and effort.” 
Most women were discriminating shoppers who constantly com-
pared goods to fi nd the best value. The way women shopped for 
various goods had a tremendous effect on the dynamics of the mar-
ketplace, he wrote, and manufacturers needed to take note.82

Women, because of the infl uence they held over personal and 
family purchases, held positions of economic power in a consumer 
society. A man, on the other hand, was portrayed as “notoriously a 
poor buyer of personal things” and “too easy to please.” Men were 
seen as more likely to buy only things they needed and then only 
from familiar and usually convenient places that allowed them to 
make their purchases quickly. Women, on the other hand, were 
considered better judges of merchandise, especially clothing. They 
asked for advertised brands and had “a distinct loyalty to brands 
which they have found satisfactory.”83

Curtis used such portrayals to stress the importance of advertis-
ing in the Journal. “The Journal’s advocacy of great public and social 
movements, its brilliant interpretation of passing events, its whole 
constructive service to American womanhood, have automatically 
drawn to it the women who think, the fi ne, up-to-date women who 
take responsibilities and exercise them effectively,” the company 
said in an advertisement in 1915. Similarly, Parlin noted in 1920, 
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World War I had helped break down social barriers that had held 
women back from business and industry, and the Public Ledger 
needed to do more to win the support of female readers. “This is a 
formative period in woman’s thought,” he wrote. “While woman’s 
interests are expanding from the purely domestic to a national and 
worldwide vision there is a chance, such as never before, presented 
to the newspapers of the country to win a new clientele of serious 
readers.”84

Men were hardly irrelevant, though. In fact, Parlin said that auto-
mobiles, whose advertising created a solid, growing core of Post 
advertising, had turned men into shoppers for the fi rst time. The high 
cost of automobiles, he said, forced men to look more closely at the 
product they were buying, rather than simply turning the decision 
over to their wives as they often did. He portrayed automobile buy-
ers as both savvy and extravagant. By the early 1910s, he said, they 
had some experience with mechanical equipment and were not as 
easy to fool as they had been when cars were fi rst sold more than a 
decade earlier. Even so, they were willing to spend hundreds and 
even thousands of dollars for a machine they did not really need. 
That is where research came in. Parlin said the goal of commercial 
research was to fi nd the “underlying principles on which merchan-
dising is founded.” To do that, researchers needed to study “the 
psychology of the consumer,” or the “philosophy of buying.”85

Parlin and his staff built on that thinking through the 1910s and 
1920s and began to focus not just on defi ning consumers but on 
helping advertisers fi nd them. As many businesses struggled in the 
early 1920s, Curtis began promoting a sales method that it said 
would make companies more productive and more effi cient as they 
moved into the national marketplace. And yet, even as Curtis helped 
its customers look outward, it decided that the best way to do that 
was by looking inward—at its own audiences.



7

Chasing the Consumer, 

Protecting the Company

As the United States economy started moving out of a post-
war depression in the early 1920s, Charles Coolidge Parlin 
predicted good times ahead. Bank transactions reached 

near-record levels in 1923. Railroads were hauling record numbers 
of freight cars. Cities were building houses, offi ce towers, and roads. 
Farming was starting to bounce back after two diffi cult years. The 
number of income tax returns more than doubled between 1917 
and 1921. Advertising revenue was growing healthily. The number 
of high school students had increased by a factor of fi ve since 1890. 
More education meant that more workers had an ability to earn 
higher salaries (and, indeed, employment and wages were up, he 
said). It also meant the country had more people interested in read-
ing, which, he said, turned them into more discriminating buyers. 
All that would lead to more customers for American business in the 
1920s, Parlin claimed.

The question was, how could businesses fi nd those customers 
reliably? The U.S. marketplace had truly become national, Parlin 
said, and a manufacturer could no longer circulate its goods in the 
Northeast and claim to “cover America.” If it did, it was missing 
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out on millions of dollars in potential sales. Neither could companies 
that wanted to increase sales simply place advertisements, throw 
their products out indiscriminately, and expect revenues to grow. 
They had to know whom they were selling to and where to send 
their sales representatives. Those who did not were simply wasting 
their money.1

Parlin’s message resonated at a time when “effi ciency” had 
become a prime goal of American business. For years, businesses had 
grappled with ways to fi nd and keep customers. And yet, that pursuit 
of the customer took on a new urgency in the 1920s as the United 
States heartily embraced a modern consumer economy and compa-
nies jostled in an increasingly crowded marketplace to sell ever more 
consumer products. After World War I ended, American business 
saw just how fragile America’s new consumer-oriented economy 
could be. A sudden and continuing drop in demand for consumer 
products from the summer of 1920 until the spring of 1922 was the 
fi rst prolonged depression that businesses had faced since the early 
1890s, and mass marketers and large industrial corporations were 
caught by surprise. The Armour family lost control of its meat pack-
ing business. Julius Rosenwald saved Sears, Roebuck and Company 
from defaulting on payments to suppliers by infusing the business 
with money from the family fortune. General Motors was forced to 
write down the value of its inventory by more than $83 million in 
1921 and 1922. Magazines such as Collier’s, Everybody’s, and Scientifi c 
American lost two-thirds or more of their advertising lineage. Curtis 
Publishing fared better but still saw its annual revenues fall by one-
fourth between 1920 and 1921, from $50 million to $38 million.2

The depression jarred businesses into recognizing the need for 
better economic indicators, a better means of forecasting demand 
and, in turn, stabilizing the capitalist business system. One of the 
central means they used was market research, which spread like 
wildfi re through government, business, and academia. By the mid-
1920s, the J. Walter Thompson advertising agency, which had one 
of the most sophisticated operations of the era, was conducting up 
to eighteen research projects a month.3 The federal government, 
which had long been the source of statistics about society, trade, 
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and business, redoubled its efforts in the 1920s, publishing a long-
sought-after census of distribution from 1929 to 1932, and empha-
sizing its role in “fact engineering.”4 After World War I, the United 
States fi nally began “to realize the importance of knowing some-
thing about the vast fi eld of merchandising,” Parlin said in 1931.5 
As one manufacturer noted, research “is in the air. Everyone is being 
investigated.”6

A Shift in Focus

This abundance of research and information about the marketplace 
allowed Curtis Publishing to change the emphasis of its research work 
in the 1920s. Although the Division of Commercial Research con-
tinued to investigate industries on a broad scale—it updated its studies 
of automobiles and department stores, for instance, and undertook 
extensive studies of Prohibition and the radio and airline industries—
it increasingly turned its efforts to helping businesses increase sales 
by pointing them to the “right” areas. In doing so, it tried to align 
itself with companies and salesmen around the United States by 
holding out its detailed analysis of circulation, census data, and other 
statistics as a means of identifying markets ripe for selling. For 
instance, Parlin and his colleagues spent several years analyzing major 
cities block by block, issuing color-coded maps that identifi ed areas 
with the highest incomes, the highest property values, and the largest 
concentration of Curtis publication sales—the homes most able and 
likely to buy an increasing array of consumer products. It also began 
issuing yearly reports on the volume and makeup of advertisers in 
the Post, the Journal, and Country Gentleman, attempting to show that 
the largest advertisers achieved the greatest success. Those efforts, 
which consumed much of the energies of the Division of Com-
mercial Research in the mid-1920s and into the 1930s, refl ected a 
subtle shift that grew more dramatic in the 1940s. That is, the divi-
sion began to pull back from broad investigations of industry and 
marketplace and to concentrate on the promotion, positioning, and 
reinforcement of Curtis publications. Parlin and his staff continued 
their original mission of analyzing trade and commerce, but they also 
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worked their way into the public relations business. Increasingly, 
Commercial Research became not only a creator of market research, 
but the company’s chief means of marketing.

The reasons behind that shift lay partly in the increasingly com-
petitive media marketplace of the 1920s. Although no magazine 
came close to matching the Post’s circulation or advertising revenues 
in the 1920s and early 1930s, the Journal increasingly lost market share 
to such publications as Good Housekeeping, Woman’s Home Compan-
ion, and McCall’s, especially after Edward Bok stepped down as the 
Journal’s editor in 1920. Competition came from other media as well. 
Newspapers pulled in a shrinking but still dominant share of national 
advertising in the 1920s, and radio began to attract the attention and 
the imagination of consumer goods manufacturers, who lavished 
large amounts of money on their own programming. That created a 
challenge for Curtis Publishing, which increasingly used both quan-
titative and qualitative analysis to promote and defend magazine 
advertising, to bolster the move toward branded products, and to 
position its magazines as the premiere media for reaching the con-
suming public. Even as it liberally dispensed advice about the nature 
of the marketplace and the techniques of selling, though, the Division 
of Commercial Research began concentrating its efforts on the work-
ings of its most important customer: Curtis Publishing Company.

In Defense of Advertising

The advertising that formed the backbone of Curtis’s publishing 
empire had long had critics. Many businesses rebelled against the 
idea of spending tens or hundreds of thousands of dollars to promote 
their products in national magazines. Many retailers doubted that 
magazine ads intended for a national audience helped bring in their 
local customers. And, as Charles McGovern shows, during the Great 
Depression consumer groups became increasingly vocal and even 
called for federal laws to ensure the veracity of advertising.7 The 
magazine and advertising industries fought back, of course, and at 
Curtis, the job of defending advertising often fell to Parlin. Although 
he was not the only person to act as spokesman for Curtis Publish-
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ing, he was perhaps the most thoughtful and the most articulate. His 
booming voice played well in convention halls, and as he interpreted 
various aspects of the Curtis operation, he used his debating skills to 
build an argument that drew a generally favorable response in the 
business world.

Elements of that argument changed slightly during his twenty-
six years at Curtis Publishing, but the core message and the central 
philosophy stayed essentially the same. It went something like this: 
Advertising was a form of education, a means for manufacturers to 
inform people about their products—information that consumers 
wanted to know and needed to know to make their lives better. “If 
we believe in education, we must believe in advertising, for advertis-
ing only gives information to people,” Parlin wrote in 1926. Such 
“education” worked in conjunction with old-fashioned word-of-
mouth publicity: friends, neighbors, and family members recom-
mending products to one another. Advertising could do something 
that word-of-mouth publicity could not, though: It could reach 
millions of people at the same time, and it could repeat the manu-
facturer’s message week after week.

Advertising was, in effect, a form of religion. It was “the great 
force that goes out to prepare the market.” Like the Gospel, it could 
be continually repeated, reinforcing people’s belief in a product they 
had purchased. In a marketplace that relied on repeat sales, that was 
as important as winning over—converting—new customers. “You 
know that the most important thing for any manufacturer is to hold 
the market he has; the hardest market to sell is the market a man has 
once had and then lost, so that it is of supreme importance to keep 
sold those people who are users of your product,” Parlin told a group 
of perfume makers in 1921.8

Parlin told companies that one of the big benefi ts of advertising 
was the pride it instilled in employees. In 1924, he gave ice cream 
manufacturers this step-by-step list on how to do that: say the words 
of the advertising copy; study the message; put a copy in a promi-
nent place in the factory; and tell workers that their labors must 
match the rhetoric. “In that way you will get help out of your own 
organization to make your product better without additional expense 
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to yourself,” Parlin said. “Out of that cooperation you will build 
your business.”9 In Curtis’s case, the same line of thinking held true 
with its sales formulas. They not only assisted advertisers, but they 
became a means of promoting Curtis as an authority on the mar-
ketplace and as a company that depended upon the knowledge of 
its employees.

Consumption and Progress

Parlin built his philosophy of buying on the idea that people were 
constantly looking for a reason to purchase more goods to better 
themselves—to progress, in other words. They made major pur-
chases, though, only when they were sure that prices would not go 
lower. They would not buy a new automobile if they were sure 
the dealer would drop prices in a few months. They would not buy 
new clothes if they were sure that a department store would soon 
have a sale. “People do not buy on declining prices,” Parlin said. 
“They only buy when there is a degree of stability or an upward 
turn of the market which gives them reason to believe that nothing 
will be gained by waiting longer, and that they might as well buy 
and cover themselves at the existing price.” He likewise saw mass 
psychology at work in trends in the housing market. “Somebody 
decides that the time has come for him to build and he starts to 
build, and his neighbor who has long had building plans in his 
pocket, decides he will build, and so on. Out of that you are apt to 
get sooner or later a mass movement leading to a very considerable 
building program.”10

In Parlin’s view of advertising and marketing, the consumer was 
malleable, but certainly not stupid. The advertised product was 
doomed if it did not live up to its claims. That is, an advertised 
product, because of the increased attention it received, had to be of 
superior quality. Parlin liked to tell the story of the man who made 
pies of cheap ingredients and then advertised them as the best pies 
in the land. When swarms of people showed up at his door, he hung 
out a sign saying he was sold out, even though he had not sold a 
one, because he knew that his pies were of poor quality and that he 



CHASING THE CONSUMER, PROTECTING THE COMPANY 147

could fool the public only once. “It is too dangerous to advertise 
shoddy merchandise,” Parlin said. “The light of publicity would 
focus attention on the poor merchandise and the brand would enable 
consumers to avoid it.” Only “by winning recognition for his qual-
ity can a quality manufacturer hope to maintain his markets.”11

Two Cultures

In articulating a philosophy of advertising, Parlin sought to place the 
values of the new consumer culture on equal footing with those of 
a producer culture. Both valued saving, ambition, and hard work. 
The only difference, in Parlin’s view, was that workers of the twen-
tieth century applied their savings to products that would improve 
life and thus keep people working to sustain the things they valued. 
“Who would be bold enough to say that life is not better worth liv-
ing when a man gets an ambition to possess an automobile or a talk-
ing machine or a radio or a vacuum cleaner, and applies the energies 
that may be necessary to earn the thing he desires?” Parlin asked. 
“That the desire for these things has not impoverished the country 
can be readily demonstrated by the vast increase in wealth in indi-
vidual deposits in the bank. That it has not seriously diverted funds 
from worthwhile things of the older type may be demonstrated by 
the great increase of students in our colleges and high schools.”12

The logic in that argument, if not sound, was at least consistent 
with other circular arguments that Parlin made about advertising, 
and indicated deep confi dence in the Darwinian notion of natural 
selection applied to a capitalist economy. In 1926, when a critic 
challenged his unabashed optimism about advertising, Parlin 
answered mostly with facts and fi gures. If manufacturers were “luke-
warm” about advertising, he asked, why had spending on advertising 
risen from $30 million to $130 million between 1915 and 1925? If 
manufacturers were skeptical about the Post, then why did nearly half 
of all advertising revenue in the thirty-two leading publications go 
to the Post? Parlin was not above dismissing research, though, if it 
fi t his need. He brushed aside two laboratory studies that purported 
to show that the more pages a publication had, the less effective its 
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advertising was, saying that the power of Curtis magazines “have 
thus far eluded laboratory tests. Twenty-fi ve years of consistent 
editorial policy which wins the confi dence of the American public 
and which causes its pages to wield editorial infl uence and to build 
markets for advertisers builds something into a publication that can-
not be measured by a line rule or judged by the ease with which a 
magazine is handled.”13

By 1929, Parlin and his colleagues had even come up with a 
formula for determining the power of advertising: “Power or Force 
in advertising equals Size of Space times Circulation times Number 
of Appearances.”14 In other words, success could not be criticized.

Chasing the Consumer

Even as Parlin and Curtis Publishing staunchly defended advertising, 
they made it clear that advertising was only part of a much larger 
picture. Advertising, in Parlin’s view, could be used to encourage 
consumers to take that important fi rst step and ask for a specifi c 
product. Under this idea of pulling the consumer, the reasoning 
went, manufacturers could change attitude and behavior if they 
would advertise their products persistently. Advertising alone could 
prepare a market, Curtis argued, but advertising alone could not sell a 
market. That was up to manufacturers, salesmen, and retailers. Con-
sumers needed to be sold on new products, of course, but so did 
retailers. If the products were not stocked on store shelves, no amount 
of advertising, no means of promotion could sell more consumer 
goods. So Curtis encouraged salesmen to use the sales pitches made 
in advertisements in the Post, the Journal, or Country Gentlemen to 
sway retailers to stock products. “Around every insertion build a sales 
story,” the company advised in 1922. “The more capable the man 
the more strongly your advertising story will appeal to him.”15

Curtis did far more than just promote the idea of “educating” 
retailers and consumers. In the 1920s, it created a sales tool based 
on its portrayal of readers as loyal consumers. This tool took the 
form of a series of statistical books intended to help businesses home 
in on the areas that held the most sales potential and that helped 
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them set sales goals for those areas. The intent was threefold: to 
provide a service that would lure and keep advertisers by emphasiz-
ing Curtis’s expertise in the consumer market; to remind advertisers 
of the reach and the audience of the Curtis magazines; and to portray 
Curtis advertising as clusters of local advertising that could compete 
against newspapers, rather than as something with a distant, national 
scattershot delivery.

In 1920, the company issued the fi rst of its Curtis Circulation 
books, in which it broke down its circulation fi gures into increas-
ingly smaller units of analysis. That fi rst book, based on circulation 
data from 1919, was little more than a listing of magazine circulation 
by states, counties, and cities, and by number of subscription copies 
and direct-sale copies, along with population fi gures for all U.S. 
counties and for cities of various sizes. The intent seemed little more 
than to put Curtis on record as having updated and printed its cir-
culation records, emphasizing to advertisers and agencies the honesty 
and accuracy of its readership claims.16

In 1921 the company went into much more detail and for the 
fi rst time held up the distribution of Curtis magazines as a tool for 
measuring sales goals of consumer products. In that book, it listed 
for each state the number of personal income tax returns for indi-
viduals with incomes of more than $1,000, the combined circulation 
for all three Curtis magazines, and the combined cost of one black 
and white page of advertising, “distributed among the states in pro-
portion to the circulation within each state.”17 The company plotted 
its circulation on a national map, shading large areas, including New 
England, the Middle Atlantic states, the Midwest, Texas and Okla-
homa, and the Pacifi c Coast states. The Rocky Mountain states were 
excluded, as was the South, because the company had comparatively 
little circulation in those areas.

Curtis said the shaded area accounted for 59 percent of the states, 
74 percent of the population of the country, 86 percent of income 
tax returns, and 81 percent of its magazine circulation. It also said 
that in the shaded area could be found large percentages of every-
thing from drugstores to automobile registrations to department 
store sales—all things intended to correlate Curtis readers with 
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consumption. “Where total Curtis Circulation is high in proportion 
to population it is safe to assume surplus sales opportunity,” the 
company wrote, “and conversely, where total Curtis Circulation is 
low in proportion to population, it is a fair indication that the com-
munity is subnormal in its purchasing power.”18

Experimentation and Rejection

Under Parlin’s leadership, the company had tried unsuccessfully for 
more than a year to create an index of sales potential based on such 
statistics as population, income tax returns, and automobile registra-
tions. At one point, it thought it had found an answer in taking 
one-half of the native white population of an area as a trade index. 
It abandoned that idea after company executives decided it was too 
complex, and that company representatives would have to continu-
ally explain how they had arrived at their calculations. It decided 
that the number of income tax returns in an area was ineffective as 
well, because it did not account for variances in cost of living. For 
instance, someone with a $2,000 salary in a small Illinois town could 
afford far more luxuries than a person making the same amount in 
Chicago. It argued that an index based on the number of automo-
biles emphasized rural areas over urban areas because rural residents 
considered automobiles necessities, while those in urban areas often 
did not need cars.19

After discarding each of those measures as fl awed, Parlin and his 
staff settled on using Curtis circulation. It was an imperfect measure, 
they admitted, but it nonetheless offered a starting point for com-
panies that had no other measure of current sales territories or had 
no means to judge the potential of new territory. Its simplicity was 
another strong point. By beginning with Curtis sales fi gures and 
taking into account such factors as a company’s sales from previous 
years, the ability of its sales staff, and the general economic condi-
tions of an area, a company could determine the sales potential of 
its product, the Curtis staff reasoned. “In the end, the answer for 
the sales organization has not been arrived at by a purely statistical 
method, but it is a specifi c basis arrived at by common sense judg-
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ment, which is always a safer and saner thing upon which to build 
a market,” Parlin said.20

In 1922, Curtis cast aside any public doubts about the sales guide 
and declared that its circulation “parallels sales opportunity. It fur-
nishes a measuring rod by which a manufacturer may determine his 
sales opportunity.” By using the information in Curtis Circulation, 
the company said, a manufacturer could “judge the adequacy of his 
own distribution.” The company, for the fi rst time, offered exten-
sive advice to salesmen of consumer products, telling them that their 
two primary problems were getting a new line introduced and gain-
ing better cooperation from merchants. In effect, Curtis was pro-
claiming itself the authority on the consumer marketplace, and by 
trying to strengthen the link between advertising and sales, it fur-
thered its own cause by suggesting that salesmen use the Post and 
the Journal as textbooks.21 (See Figures 7.1 and 7.2.)

Curtis grew so confi dent in its approach that at one point, when 
automobile statistics it had bought for Sales Quotas were found to 
be incorrect, it said the error did not matter. Rather, it only rein-
forced its assertion that Curtis circulation was a more reliable predic-
tor of sales than any other statistic. “The more inaccurate any other 
line of statistics is shown to be the less possible it becomes as a market 
index and by comparison the better is Curtis Circulation,” the com-
pany told its employees in 1923.22

Testimonials that Curtis solicited from several businesses indi-
cated that its sales system could work quite well. In one case, it said 
that the Bradley Knitting Company had increased its sales volume 
by nearly a million dollars by using the Curtis quota plan. “Probably 
the most important feature of the whole quota scheme is the effect 
on the morale of the sales organization,” Bradley’s general manager, 
Bradley Tyrell, wrote in a letter that Curtis solicited in 1924. The 
Corona Typewriter Company called Post circulation “perfect distri-
bution,” when compared with potential Corona customers. Another 
company that Curtis identifi ed only as “the oldest and most out-
standing manufacturer in a particular industry” said it was at fi rst 
doubtful of using Curtis’s plan because it saw no correlation between 
magazine circulation and its product. After trying Curtis’s quota 



Figure 7.1 Ads for Ladies’ Home Journal and other Curtis publications emphasized the 
magazines’ appeal in “worth-while homes,” meaning those that were owned by whites 
who had money to spend on consumer products.



Figure 7.2 In the 1920s, Curtis began promoting the combined circulation of its 
magazines as a means of fi nding buyers of consumer products. Maps such as this one 
of Philadelphia delineated sections of cities by zones. The darkest areas (what the 
company sometimes called the Red Zone) had the highest readership rates for Curtis 
magazines and thus, the company argued, manufacturers would have the best luck 
selling new consumer products there.
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system, though, it called the approach “an absolutely reliable index 
fi gure.” In another case, Curtis even accompanied a business’s sales-
men into the fi eld, showing them how to use the quota books and 
reporting sales that far exceeded the manufacturer’s expectations.23

By 1925, more than fi fty manufacturers had set sales quotas based 
on circulation of Curtis magazines. By mid-1927, that number had 
risen to 321 companies, including Log Cabin Products, Parker Pen, 
Carnation Milk Products, Swift & Company, the Home Appliance 
Corporation, Coleman Lamp, the Moline Chemical Company, 
Corona Typewriter, Apco Manufacturing, and Lever Brothers. The 
company continued to publish these types of sales guides into the 
early 1960s.24

Chasing the Competition

In issuing its books on circulation and population, Curtis was play-
ing catch-up, of sorts, with such competitors as Woman’s World 
(which guaranteed that it could, with “mathematical certainty,” 
show advertisers how to better reach the farm market)25 and with 
such advertising agencies as J. Walter Thompson (which had chal-
lenged publications in 1914 to issue just such information). As early 
as 1904, Thompson had compiled a list of towns over 2,500 popula-
tion so that a client could see how much sales territory he had cov-
ered. In 1912, the company repackaged census fi gures in Population 
and Its Distribution, a book it updated several times in the ensuing 
two decades. It urged its clients to set sales quotas based on the 
information the book provided about such things as state-by-state 
population and location of retail stores. “Today the biggest word in 
the Dictionary of Selling is Quota,” the company wrote. “How 
much business should a given salesman or territory produce? Find 
the answer—fi x the quota—and your fi rst big step toward increased 
sales is taken.” In 1922, the company offered a $1,500 prize to any-
one who could move beyond mere population fi gures and create an 
index of purchasing power for communities around the country, 
saying that “an accurate knowledge of markets for products is fun-
damental in the formulation of business policies.”26
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The idea behind that index and the other sales and quota mea-
sures put forth by Thompson, Curtis, and organizations like The 
100,000 Group of American Cities27 was to help—and attract—
customers, but there was a certain amount of prestige involved, with 
various advertising agencies and publications vying to become the 
defi nitive authority on consumer sales. As competition among pub-
lications and other businesses grew, companies strove to set them-
selves and their products apart from the pack. Just as important, many 
companies were, for the fi rst time, bypassing wholesalers and jobbers 
and taking their products directly to retailers. Having no sales expe-
rience, they were essentially starting from scratch with retail sales. 
They did not know territories, they did not know techniques, and 
they did not know what to expect in the national marketplace. That 
national market was too broad and too obscure to work effectively 
as a whole. The only way to confront such a large market was to 
break it into smaller markets that could be worked aggressively with 
sales and distribution strategies. So the broad national markets came 
to be seen as a collection of local markets, and that is how Curtis 
portrayed its information about them—a change in initiative and 
strategy that the company said had helped the Curtis staff target its 
advertising sales efforts much more specifi cally.

Curtis had another important reason for producing materials to 
help salespersons: self-defense. Advertising was important for open-
ing doors, or as Parlin said, “the power to build a market opportu-
nity.” If a sales force did not pursue its market aggressively and fol-
low up on the advertising, though, advertising would fail. “Whether 
that opportunity will be gathered in or not depends upon the effi -
ciency of the sales forces, upon whom devolves the problem of 
selling it.” He gave the example of two companies that bought the 
same amount of space in the Post. One, he said, had become the 
leader in its industry; the other had gone into in bankruptcy. “So 
far as we know, the only real difference in those two fi rms was that 
in one case the sales organization went ahead aggressively to sell the 
advertising, and in the other case the fi rm left it to the advertising 
to sell the goods for them.”28 Such assertions offered an important 
hedge against the critics of advertising. When a product failed, 
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advertising—and in turn, the Curtis magazines—could not be fully 
blamed. That hedge offered representatives the ability to continue 
to sell more and more advertising because blame for failure could 
always be placed elsewhere.

Concern About Newspapers

Because of its size and success, Curtis Publishing saw itself as the 
purveyor of a mass market. The Post, certainly, reached more people 
than any other single publication in the 1920s and 1930s, and yet 
more and more national advertisers were drawn to newspapers’ abil-
ity to reach people in their local markets. At the turn of the twenti-
eth century, magazines accounted for about 60 percent of national 
advertising, but by World War I the fi gure had dropped to about 
50 percent, and it moved even lower as newspapers and radio fl exed 
their muscle in the ensuing years.29 By 1929, newspapers’ share of 
national advertising had risen to about 54 percent, compared with 
42 percent for magazines and 4 percent for radio. Ten years later, 
the advertising split among the three media had shifted even more, 
with 37.7 percent of national advertising going to newspapers, 35 
percent to magazines and 27.3 percent to radio.30 (See Table 7.1.)

As Curtis began to feel the pinch of competition, it shifted the 
way it portrayed its audiences. In the early 1910s, it had represented 
the enormity of its magazine circulation in pictorial form, showing 
that the circulation of one issue of the Journal would create three 
stacks as high as Mount Shasta. In the 1920s, it moved away from 
that idea of a voluminous national market and instead portrayed its 

Table 7.1 Where Advertisers Spent Their Money

Percentage of Total Spending on Each Medium

 1900 WWI 1929 1935 1939

Newspapers 40 50 54 50 37.7
Magazines 60 50 42 35.5 35
Radio — — 4 14.5 27.3

Source: Edwin Emery and Henry Ladd Smith, The Press and America (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 
1954), 402, 660, 666.
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magazine circulation as an unprecedented collection of local mar-
kets. Advertising in Curtis magazines, the company said, was “local 
advertising conducted simultaneously in every city and in every 
county of the United States. But it is more than local advertising, 
for it carries into each locality the consciousness of the national 
prestige of the manufacturer’s merchandise. . . . Curtis Publications 
therefore . . . are powerful national media, because they are univer-
sal local media.”31

The logic behind that strategy is easily seen in a testimonial from 
a Procter & Gamble salesman, who was a loyal user of Curtis’s Sales 
Opportunities as he went about pitching such products as Ivory soap 
and Crisco shortening. “I never use the term ‘national’ when I speak 
of our magazine advertising,” the salesman wrote in the P&G house 
organ in 1926. “I think that the word ‘local’ is much better.” He 
said the dealer was interested only in his own customers, between 
50 and 250 housewives who bought products from him regularly. 
“Why, then,” the P&G salesman asked, “should I tell him how we 
are trying to reach the other one hundred and ten million? He 
doesn’t care. Why should he? They don’t bring any profi t into his 
pockets, do they?” But, the salesman wrote, by showing a dealer 
how many customers in his area read Curtis publications—and, by 
extension, the advertising for the nationally branded products in his 
store—the dealer would defi nitely take notice. “Believe me, the 
dealer will forget about his dinner or the baseball score if you can 
show him that we are spending money to tell the housewives in his 
own town—his own customers—about the soap he buys from us to 
sell to these customers.”32

The next year, Curtis distributed another testimonial it said 
proved the Post superior to newspapers. In that testimonial, the 
president of an unidentifi ed Curtis advertiser said that the reason his 
fi rm advertised in the Post and only the Post was that newspaper 
advertising was too expensive. Newspapers could generate short-
term sales, but that would only create animosity among salesmen 
and jobbers after that increase inevitably subsided. He also cited the 
case of a Buffalo drug jobber who did more than twice as much 
business in the smaller towns around Buffalo than he did in Buffalo 
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itself. That was not unusual, the offi cial said, and that was a prime 
reason for sticking with the Post. “The great problem of any adver-
tiser is to get people to ask for his product. That is diffi cult enough 
under the most favorable circumstances. Our chances of creating 
good customers among a thousand Post readers are several times as 
good as they would be among a thousand newspaper readers.”33

What Curtis did not mention was that even as it attempted to 
discount the effectiveness of newspaper advertising, it used newspa-
per advertising extensively in its campaigns to attract new readers. 
In the 1920s, the company routinely spent $75,000 to $100,000 each 
month advertising its three magazines in newspapers around the 
country. Even as it tried to diminish their importance in national 
advertising, the company again and again gave newspapers the ulti-
mate vote of confi dence: It gave them money.34

Success and Concern

Throughout the 1920s, the Post and the Journal ranked fi rst and 
second in advertising revenue among all American magazines, and 
combined, its magazines accounted for more than 40 percent of the 
magazine revenue generated by up to seventy competing publica-
tions. (See Tables 7.2, 7.3, and 7.4.) In 1923, the company reported 
that gross ad revenue for the Post, the Journal, and Country Gentleman 
had reached $50,948,513, a gain of 21.8 percent over 1922. By 
1927, advertising revenue for the Post alone surpassed $53 million. 
That was more than the magazine’s combined advertising revenue 
from 1897 to 1914. For the three Curtis magazines that year, adver-
tising revenue exceeded $70 million for the fi rst time.35 In 1924, 
Post and Journal circulation stood at 2,500,000 each, and Country 
Gentleman circulation hovered at 900,000. By 1929, Post circulation 
had exceeded 3 million for some issues, Journal circulation was still 
about 2.5 million, and Country Gentleman circulation had exceeded 
1.6 million.36

Despite its grand successes, Curtis began to see its dominance of 
the magazine fi eld, especially the women’s fi eld, weaken during the 
1920s. In 1921, the Journal accounted for 40 percent of the advertis-
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ing revenue generated by the six leading women’s magazines. By 
1930, that amount had slipped to 26.5 percent, and by 1933 had 
dropped to 23 percent. Country Gentleman, despite its top-ranked 
circulation and advertising revenue among farm publications, achieved 
only sporadic profi tability. And the Post, though easily in a class by 
itself in both circulation and advertising, was increasingly threatened 
by radio and newspapers in the late 1920s. Its revenue stalled in 
1928, rose again in 1929, and then plunged in the Depression.37

Table 7.2 Ad Revenues for Saturday Evening Post, Ladies’ Home Journal, 
and Nearest Competitors

Year Competitor Ad Revenue ($)

1911 Post 5,635,342
 Total for 7 other weeklies* 1,886,389
 Journal 2,082,142
 Total for 12 other women’s magazines** 4,733,494

1915 Post 8,523,836
 Total for 7 other weeklies* 3,194,139
 Journal 2,342,296
 Total for 10 other women’s magazines** 4,870,608

1921 Post 25,404,687
 Journal 10,370,829
 Literary Digest 7,414,518

1924 Post 39,935,825
 Journal 13,657,392
 Literary Digest 7,800,000

1927 Post 53,144,987
 Journal 16,627,363
 Good Housekeeping 8,977,705

1928 Post 48,661,580
 Journal 16,617,968
 Good Housekeeping 10,124,643

1931 Post 35,942,312
 Journal 12,861,530
 Good Housekeeping 9,587,391

*Collier’s, Life, Literary Digest, Outlook, Every Week, Leslie’s, Youth’s Companion, Christian Herald.

**Butterick Quarterly, Delineator, Good Housekeeping, Housekeeper (1911), Ladies’ World, McCall’s, Pictorial Review, 
Quarterly Style Book (1911), Woman’s Home Companion, Woman’s World, Designer, Woman’s Magazine.

Sources: Leading Advertisers—1932; “Summary of Lines and Revenue from 1892 to Date,” Curtis Bulletin 35 
(Dec. 26, 1923); “Leading Advertisers, 1911–1916.”
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Even as the Curtis magazines had their ups and downs, though, 
Commercial Research seemed only to grow. Few of the fi nancial 
and operational records from Commercial Research have survived, 
but the available material shows a considerable growth in both size 
and status within the company. In 1915, the staff of Commercial 

Table 7.4 Post’s and Journal’s Shares of Advertising Expenditures 
among Comparable Magazines, 1915–1922

Post, Relative to Other Weekly Magazines

 Post All Other Weeklies

 Advertising % of Advertising % of
Year Revenue ($) Total Revenue ($) Total

1911 5,635,342 75.0 1,886,389 25.0
1912 7,168,730 76.0 2,259,376 24.0
1913 8,191,934 78.0 2,271,740 22.0
1914 8,389,032 77.6 2,419,314 22.4
1915 8,361,324 72.1 3,229,920 27.9
1916 12,171,629 68.6 5,569,152 31.4
1917 16,747,393 70.1 7,158,194 29.9
1918 17,713,865 66.7 8,842,462 33.3
1919 28,515,636 67.7 13,632,131 32.3
1920 36,006,730 64.9 19,432,239 35.1
1921 25,104,774 72.4 9,582,104 27.6
1922 27,564,784 77.8 7,858,497 22.2

Journal, Relative to Other Women’s Magazines

 Journal All Other Women’s Magazines

 Advertising % of Advertising % of
Year Revenue ($) Total Revenue ($) Total

1911 2,082,142 30.5 4,733,494 69.5
1912 2,366,668 31.3 5,190,237 68.7
1913 2,312,664 31.5 5,023,323 68.5
1914 2,273,680 30.5 5,182,797 69.5
1915 2,462,712 33.9 4,796,626 66.1
1916 3,041,108 28.3 7,721,814 71.7
1917 4,647,815 34.4 8,848,218 65.6
1918 5,723,274 37.2 9,669,353 62.8
1919 8,508,649 36.0 15,137,048 64.0
1920 11,116,094 33.0 22,522,057 67.0
1921 10,281,183 37.0 17,483,440 63.0
1922 11,063,744 38.6 17,592,272 61.4

Sources: “Total Expenditures by Groups of Publications, Curtis Bulletin 25 (May 23,1923); “Tables Showing 
Advertising Investments of Leading Advertisers Using $10,000 and Over in 30 Publications,” 1916.
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Research consisted of Parlin and two other men who assisted him 
directly in trade investigations, along with an offi ce staff that varied 
from ten to thirty people. By the early 1930s, the division had grown 
to about ninety fi eld workers and had a full-time offi ce staff of about 
one hundred. When he was hired in 1911, Parlin was paid $5,000 a 
year, slightly more than an advertising representative with a few years’ 
experience. By late 1919, Parlin had become one of a small group of 
employee stockholders, and his annual salary of $14,000 was $2,000 
above those of the managers of the Philadelphia and Boston advertis-
ing offi ces.38 He was also part of a group of men from the Advertising 
Department who met regularly with the company’s board of direc-
tors and provided economic analyses and predictions.39

As the importance of Commercial Research grew, so did the 
amount of work it produced. It continually funneled information to 
the advertising and circulation staffs, showing the positioning of Cur-
tis publications and emphasizing their dominance in the marketplace. 
In 1922, the division began producing a weekly newsletter called the 
Bulletin for members of the advertising, editorial, and circulation 
departments.40 The weekly briefi ngs contained news about the com-
pany, its competitors, and its customers; about research done by 
Curtis, the federal government, and other businesses; and about fea-
tures and articles in the Post, the Journal, and Country Gentleman. It 
charted circulation and promoted and explained sales techniques, and 
in general served as a means of crowing about the advantages and 
success of Curtis advertising. These Bulletins contained everything 
from letters of praise from readers to contents of the magazines to 
circulation sales methods of the Curtis magazines and their competi-
tors. The intent seemed to be to prepare the advertising and circula-
tion staffs to answer criticisms or doubts from customers and to pro-
vide information that staff members could use when making sales.

The briefi ngs reinforced and added to a sales kit—a loose-leaf 
binder of printed and typescript material known internally as the 
Dope Book—that Commercial Research assembled in the early 
1920s.41 The book contained such material as cost-versus-circulation 
comparisons of advertising in the Post, Journal, Country Gentleman, 
and their nearest competitors; comparisons of total advertising rev-
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enue in seventy-two popular magazines; and charts of Curtis’s total 
advertising revenue over the previous eight years, equating its grow-
ing revenues with success.

A Means of Persuasion

The Dope Book gave company representatives pages and pages of 
material on which to base their sales arguments and to market 
Curtis publications to advertisers, retailers, sales agents, and readers. 
Its aim also seemed to be to unify the thinking, direction, and argu-
ments of Curtis staff members at a time of enormous growth (Curtis 
employed more than 4,000 people in the early 1920s) and labor 
strife (the company settled a divisive pressroom strike in 1920).42 
The promotional and sales material, in essence, became a means of 
increasing company morale and productivity and creating a collec-
tive identity.43 “We are all associated in one big organization, and 
I like to believe that we have a mutual interest in its affairs and in 
its welfare,” Cyrus Curtis wrote in another internal publication, 
Curtis Folks, in 1921. “The magazine can be made a means of keep-
ing us in touch with each other and a medium for keeping before 
all members of the Curtis family matters in which we have a com-
mon interest. This means cooperation, ‘team-work’ and mutual con-
fi dence and understanding.”44

The internal reports and the Dope Book were just a small part 
of Commercial Research’s work, though. The division produced at 
least eleven broad-scale trade reports in 1920, four in 1921, three in 
1922, three in 1923, seven in 1924, four in 1925, three in 1926, and 
nine combined in 1928 and 1929.45 Those were just the reports the 
company made public. No record exists of smaller, proprietary 
reports the company did for individual advertisers, although those 
private reports may have outnumbered the larger market investiga-
tions by a considerable amount. Parlin said in 1922 that the research 
staff at Curtis kept busy on many small projects spurred by manu-
facturers’ queries: One manufacturer, for instance, wanted to prove 
during World War I that alarm clocks were an “essential” product 
that should be free of restrictions. Another manufacturer wanted to 
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know the number of square feet of roofi ng used on various sorts of 
buildings, and still another requested help in estimating the Ameri-
can market for shaving cream. “No matter what questions the letters 
ask, each of them receives careful individual attention, and an effort 
is made to secure the exact information desired and also to furnish 
collateral information of signifi cance,” Parlin said.46

In one month in 1922, the division produced more than 150 
charts (on everything from Curtis circulation to the growth of income 
in various regions of the country), answered 108 inquiries, and pro-
duced four to seven research reports. “The aim of Commercial 
Research is to obtain information and then to use it so that manu-
facturers can do a more profi table business and can become stronger 
advertisers in Curtis publications,” Parlin said. “There is always 
something new to be attempted in this work and the amount to be 
learned is limitless. Commercial Research is to the advertising and 
merchandising side of industry what chemical research is to the man-
ufacturing side of business. Its fi eld is boundless. It will always have 
ahead of it new and practical problems to investigate and solve.”47

In running the Division of Commercial Research, Parlin kept 
on the road constantly. When he was not interviewing people for 
research reports, he represented Curtis Publishing at meetings around 
the country. He estimated that in 1921 alone, he attended 170 meet-
ings of conferences, advertisers, associations, or boards of directors, 
and between 1915 and 1930, he spoke with more than fi fty coop-
erative associations, such groups as raisin growers and hardware deal-
ers. His speeches from the 1920s and 1930s indicate a busy schedule 
of traveling and public appearances before such groups as the Con-
ference of Paint and Varnish Advertising Men, the National Piano 
Manufacturers Association, the American Face Brick Association, the 
Boston Conference on Retail Distribution, and the New York 
Council of the American Association of Advertising Agencies. Those 
speeches were usually based on his latest research, although they 
increasingly emphasized the changes that had taken place in the 
United States in the 1920s in such areas as education and merchan-
dising, and how those changes affected advertising and selling.48 
They also began to refl ect an important shift in the role of Com-
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mercial Research in the 1920s. Increasingly, Parlin and his division 
assumed a more visible role in advertising and in public relations. 
Despite an inauspicious start, Commercial Research established itself 
as a pillar of the country’s top magazine publisher.

Possibilities and Pitfalls

Regardless of its standing, Commercial Research had its limits. Parlin 
and his staff could tour the country, pore over government and 
industry statistics, get a clear handle on the national marketplace, and 
even make well-founded predictions about the directions of indus-
tries and the American economy. They were hardly omnipotent, 
though. The quest for reliable information had transformed Ameri-
can business and industry in the early twentieth century, paving the 
way for ever more reliable tools of fact gathering and prediction. 
And yet, even reliable information had its limits—human limits. 
That is easily seen in Curtis’s study of the radio industry in 1925.

Parlin and his colleagues offered an intriguing look at the fast-
growing radio industry, tracing its emergence, its appeal, and its 
potential in the American business world. As radio took root, they 
said, it caught the American imagination more than any product 
since the automobile: “The thought that the very room in which 
one sits is fi lled with music from distant cities and that any of this 
may be made audible gave a thrill to a world that thought it had 
grown blasé to invention and to entertainment.” Because of the 
excitement that radio generated, people were willing to spend sub-
stantial sums of money for receivers, creating what Curtis called “a 
more universal market than any product of like cost” ever had. 
“Many who buy only one thing above subsistence will choose the 
radio,” the company wrote.49 And yet, they said, radio was anything 
but fl eeting, and manufacturers and retailers needed to take note. 
Radio “touched a universal longing,” Curtis said, and that longing 
would only grow.

The company said radio fi t awkwardly into the retail landscape. 
It was a unique product, and sets were sold as part of electrical goods, 
music, sporting goods, and even hardware. Businesses that sold other 
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goods took on radio as a sideline. As radio caught on, the company 
said, an increasing number of manufacturers and sellers jumped into 
the game. By 1924, a glut in the number of sets forced companies 
to sell the remaining sets at a discount to make way for the newer 
models. That made people who had paid full price earlier angry, and 
as production continued to increase in 1925, made for a likely repeat 
of the earlier scenario. To alleviate further problems, Curtis advised 
manufacturers to limit production and to intensify sales efforts in 
colder months, when people stayed indoors more and sought out 
entertainment.

The company predicted that the ability to service radio sets 
would play an important role in shaping the retail market. Many 
businesses that took radio on as a sideline knew nothing about 
repairing the sets they sold. Nor did they want to deal with the 
burden of repair. A retailer who could provide good service was 
very likely to thrive, the company said, and it singled out the sellers 
of musical instruments and phonographs as the best fi t for radio sets. 
“Opportunity today knocks at the door of every good music dealer 
to become an outstanding radio dealer in his town,” Curtis wrote. 
It also pointed out the potential for selling such things as speakers, 
tubes, and batteries, and pointed out the potential problems of 
accepting trade-ins on older models, as the automobile industry had 
done. Curtis said the days of easy money in radio sales were over, 
and it predicted that the radio industry would soon begin consolida-
tion, just as the automobile and agricultural implement industries 
had. It said that strong brand recognition would become ever more 
important. As always, Curtis saw advertising playing a crucial role, 
and indeed, the Post and Country Gentleman had already become 
prime vehicles for the advertising of radio sets.

In compiling the report, Parlin and his staff conducted 1,500 
interviews in 225 cities, and performed their usual in-depth analysis 
of an important retail fi eld. For all their work, though, Parlin and 
his staff missed a crucial factor that would haunt Curtis Publishing 
in the 1930s: radio’s rise as a competitor for advertising. Although 
the total amount of advertising revenue for all radio programs in 
1929 was less than the amount taken in by the Post that year, the ad 
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volume for radio increased by a factor of ten—from $4 million to 
$40 million in just two years, from 1927 to 1929. By the end of the 
1930s, radio had captured a quarter of the national advertising mar-
ket, and was leaching away millions of dollars that otherwise might 
have gone to Curtis magazines.50

Even if Parlin had seen the threat that radio would eventually 
bring, the information would have done little good. No amount of 
information, even for a behemoth like Curtis, could push back a 
cultural force. Market research could help companies see many 
things that might not otherwise be apparent. It could broaden their 
view and help them proceed with added confi dence. It could not 
see and predict everything, though. As important as market research 
had become by the 1930s, it could never be an unfailing oracle.



8

The Legacy of 

Commercial Research

You may ask, “What is the greatest accomplishment of Commercial 
Research in twenty-fi ve years?” The greatest accomplishment is the 
putting over of Mr. Latshaw’s concept that in the minds of men are 
ideas, not yet written down in books, that are the answers to most, 
if not all, of sales problems. Twenty-fi ve years ago the men had no 
information—and wanted none. Today, every man is eager to take 
any information that comes fresh from the fi eld, and will go out and 
supplement it with work of his own.

—CHARLES COOLIDGE PARLIN, 1936

As Curtis Publishing and its advertisers looked for ways to 
survive the Great Depression, the company intensifi ed its 
work in market research. During the 1930s, Parlin’s divi-

sion conducted surveys in such areas as private brands, the life insur-
ance and construction industries, household appliances, and home 
furnishings, and it updated studies of the automobile industry and 
the farm market. It also continued to fi nd innovative ways of acquir-
ing information, studying brand loyalty in food products with a 
survey of home pantries and an analysis of trash in Philadelphia 
neighborhoods. The division still did not provide any direct reve-
nue, but the company did not back away from what Parlin called a 
“spirit of research—a belief on the part of salesmen that accurate 
information is obtainable, a belief that the answer to many of their 
problems can be found by inquiries in the fi eld.”1

In the late 1930s, Parlin said he was sure that Commercial 
Research had made “a noteworthy contribution to our industrial 
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life.” When he arrived at Curtis in 1911, he said, the advertising 
industry still lacked any “working tools.” By the late 1930s, it had 
acquired many of those tools—several forms of qualitative and quan-
titative research and analysis—and had learned the value of applying 
the information it collected and analyzed to many types of business 
problems. Information alone could not guarantee success, however, 
Parlin said. “Research material is a help to constructive thinking but 
is not a crutch to lean on with weak faith or lazy thinking. In other 
words, research material is a good supplement to, but a poor substi-
tute for, original thinking.”2

Parlin provided much original thinking as he helped shape the 
Division of Commercial Research during the 1910s, 1920s, and 
1930s. The division began to draw the attention of advertisers, 
advertising agencies, and others as it gathered and analyzed scarce 
information about the activity of commercial business, especially 
such things as product sales in individual stores, cities, counties, and 
states. It analyzed the inner workings of important industries, and it 
provided a map, of sorts, of the consumer culture that was beginning 
to take shape in American society. Just as important, Curtis Publish-
ing promoted—through speeches, advertising, house organs, and 
company-printed books and pamphlets—the work that Parlin and 
his associates did, making a case that businesses could and should use 
market information to plan their sales strategies in both the short 
term and the long term.

Parlin went a step further than that, though, as Samuel B. Eckert 
recognized several years after Parlin’s death. In delivering the Charles 
Coolidge Parlin Memorial Lecture in 1950, Eckert, executive vice 
president of the Sun Oil Company, said that Parlin’s creed, “the 
consumer is king,” had a deeper meaning than most people realized. 
“Today we should understand his words to mean that the consumer 
must have confi dence not only in our products but also in the busi-
ness system which creates those products. When we view his words 
in that light they take on new and increased signifi cance.”3 In other 
words, Parlin’s work provided a means of enhancing the legitimacy 
of American capitalism among the citizenry and engaging the con-
sumers who had become so central to the business world.
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Despite all the emphasis that Parlin and his colleagues at Curtis 
placed on consumers, they did not seem to subscribe to the idea of 
consumer sovereignty, an economic concept that emerged in the 
mid-1930s and that was much debated throughout the century. 
Under that line of thinking, consumers use their free will to make 
rational, independent decisions about the products they buy. Those 
decisions, in turn, regulate production of goods.4 Parlin certainly 
suggested that affl uent consumers—those he considered community 
leaders—had a great deal of sovereignty. Under his philosophy, 
though, even those consumers could be swayed with the right infor-
mation and the right product. Once those leaders were won over, 
others would follow like sheep. Parlin also embraced facets of con-
sumer sovereignty in his “philosophy of buying,” the categorization 
of purchases into convenience goods, emergency goods, and shop-
ping goods, and in his insistence that the consumer is king. That 
slogan contained other elements, though:

The whim of the consumer makes and unmakes the manu-
facturers, the jobbers and the retailers. Whoever wins the con-
fi dence of the consumer wins the day; and whoever loses it, 
is lost.

So the powerful consumer acts on whim, not rationality, and though 
some consumers may make sovereign decisions, most simply follow 
along. Such complexities and contradictions fi lled Parlin’s work, and 
his career highlights the tensions that emerged between scholarly 
researchers and practitioners: He had no interest in distilling the 
workings of the economy into overarching, long-term theories. 
Rather, he applied his fi ndings and observations in ways he thought 
would sell more advertising and more consumer products. The ideas 
were not nearly as important as the outcomes.

Parlin’s applied approach to business problems helped him 
become an important fi gure within Curtis Publishing Company. 
He began his career on the periphery of the Advertising Department 
but gradually gained the confi dence of his colleagues, of Curtis’s 
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business customers, and of his superiors. As his work proved increas-
ingly useful, his opinions and views carried more weight within 
Curtis Publishing until, during the 1920s, his voice became indis-
tinguishable from Curtis’s corporate voice. Parlin and his division 
did not set company policy, but because of the trust they earned 
and the value that others placed in their work, they became a cru-
cial means by which Curtis legitimized itself in the eyes of advertis-
ers.5 Parlin’s department became a think tank, of sorts, a place in 
which ideas could be turned into strategy and ideology. Through 
the publications that the Division of Commercial Research pro-
duced, members of management and the advertising and circula-
tion departments were able to seize upon the words and ideas of 
Parlin and his associates and assimilate them into their own think-
ing. Commercial Research became a clearinghouse for material 
that Curtis employees used in promoting not only their own 
departments, but the company, advertising, research, and business 
in general.

A Change of Direction

That was not the original intent of Commercial Research, but it was 
the direction that Parlin steered the division as his acceptance of and 
involvement in advertising grew. When Parlin joined the company 
in 1911, he had no experience in advertising, and during his early 
career, he emphasized the need to maintain his objectivity. That 
meant separating himself from his coworkers in the Advertising 
Department. As late as 1915, he expressed his desire for distance 
from his colleagues, telling the National Dry Goods Association: “I 
am not an advertising man and desire to avoid advertising in dis-
cussing this subject.”6 By the early 1920s, though, he not only 
called himself “an advertising man,” but he became a central spokes-
man for Curtis Publishing, emphasizing the importance of advertis-
ing in the economic success of nearly all businesses. His point of 
view changed from one of “neutral” investigator to active salesman. 
Caught up in the world of advertising, he became not only a convert, 
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but a preacher. He ministered to congregations of manufacturers and 
associations, telling them about the great potential of the market-
place and about the even greater potential of advertising. He gradu-
ally became not only a gatherer of facts and fi gures and an interpreter 
of the marketplace, but an ambassador to the business world for 
Curtis’s Advertising Department. He bridged the gap between those 
who based advertising and merchandising decisions on “common 
sense” and those who wanted to infuse those decisions with the 
methods and respect of science. By equating knowledge with profi t, 
he advocated a new means of doing business, one based on study 
and interpretation rather than on faith and gut instinct.7 As the 
marketing historian Robert Bartels notes, Parlin helped introduce 
science into business management and helped make “commercial 
fact-fi nding a profession.”8

In short, the move toward market research was a step toward 
modernity. It relied on a belief in science to transcend the guesswork 
and the uncertainty of the past.9 Science was a means not only of 
understanding the world but of overcoming it. In scientifi c method, 
Curtis saw a means of throwing a lasso around advertisers and lead-
ing them in the direction that Curtis wanted. It was not an outward 
means of coercion, but Curtis’s approach took advertisers into its 
confi dence and made them a part of a system of scarce information. 
They became involved—as insiders, not outsiders. So by stressing 
the “scientifi c” evidence that was shared on the inside, Curtis made 
them believe they could hold sway on the outside (the world of 
consumers and sales of consumer products). It was, in a sense, a self-
fulfi lling prophecy. The use of research did not guarantee the success 
of a product, but it did allow a manufacturer to proceed more boldly 
with distribution and promotion, which increased the chances that 
the product would sell. But Parlin was right about consumers. A 
product that failed to live up to buyers’ expectations or that failed 
to meet a need or desire in the fi rst place had little chance of survival, 
no matter the amount of research or advertising. In this intricate 
dance in the consumer marketplace, whim played a central role, and 
no amount of research could change that.
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A Change in Business Strategy

In many ways, the changes that took place within Curtis Publishing 
Company during the early twentieth century mirrored the trans-
formation of American business in a modern industrial society that 
was trying to keep up with urban growth; that was coming to under-
stand itself as a nation, not just clusters of regions; that was defi ning 
itself by the products and services it consumed; and that was increas-
ingly turning to specialization and bureaucratization to help cope 
with the changes at hand. American capitalism was moving beyond 
a regional bent and entering an era of controlled risk, managed 
growth, and expansion nationally, and expectations of continual 
growth in profi t. Market research quickly moved to the center of 
such a philosophy, especially as American businesses engaged in a 
power struggle for a greater share of, and even domination of, the 
national marketplace.10

In Curtis’s case, its research also helped it maintain contact 
with other businesses and with its customers—both advertisers and 
readers. Through a policy of public service, it catered to both as 
it fi rst carved a niche in the world of publishing and then increased 
the infl uence it had in the marketplace. One of the central means 
it did that was by using information it gathered about such things 
as production, distribution, sales, and readership. By knowing 
and understanding competitors, and then customers, it was better 
able to chart a course in the modern business world. Through its 
magazines—which had some of the highest circulations and easily 
the highest advertising revenues of their era—Curtis disseminated 
information to millions of people each week and each month. 
Through its market research division, it took a broader view, gather-
ing information that better prepared it for understanding those 
readers and for understanding the thousands of current and poten-
tial advertisers.11

Commercial Research did nothing to prove that advertising in 
the Post or the Journal was effective in selling products or changing 
people’s attitudes. (Parlin’s main argument was circular: Advertising 
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worked because if it did not work, businesses would not be queu-
ing up to buy space in the Post and the Journal. In other words, 
advertising worked because no one could prove it did not work.) 
But it did answer the critics of advertising by broadening the argu-
ment about the role and effectiveness of product promotion. Parlin 
and others within Curtis Publishing took manufacturers’ doubts 
about advertising, recast them into the broader context of mer-
chandising, and turned them into doubts about the way a manu-
facturer did business. That made advertising—and in turn, Curtis 
publications—more diffi cult to turn down. With the assistance of 
its market studies, Curtis portrayed advertising not as the chain 
needed to hoist products into prominence, but as a single, although 
important, link in that chain. Advertising could not succeed unless 
the other links—from the distribution system to the sales staff to 
the quality of a product—were also strong. Advertising might pre-
pare people to buy, but the real power lay in the hands of manu-
facturers’ salesmen and in the local merchants who stocked and 
sold the goods, Curtis argued. Advertising, Parlin said, provided 
nothing more than an opportunity for an honest business to get its 
message before the eyes of the American public, and with it, to 
portray an image of how things could be in this new world of con-
sumer products. It was a narrow view, but one that offered mem-
bers of the Curtis advertising staff a certain amount of protection 
from critics and from any doubts they might have had about their 
own jobs and their own product. In their view, they were simply 
working toward the betterment of society by serving their cus-
tomers. In the broader sense, though, Curtis’s main interests were 
far more selfi sh: It sought power—over competitors, audiences, 
and the world of advertising—that it could leverage into profi t. It 
called this effort “paternalism,” and it sought to make the Curtis 
standard the standard for all of advertising. It saw itself as the 
leader, certainly, but it also saw itself as part of a larger “family.” 
As the head of that family, its role was to see that everyone suc-
ceeded, and it thought the best way to do that was to pass on the 
wisdom it had gained.
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A Form of Progressivism

Commercial Research was created at the height of the Progressive 
Era, and through the 1920s it was guided through Progressive 
notions of societal betterment. It proceeded in a way that separated 
it from other, more traditional means of Progressivism. Parlin did 
not work directly with the poor as Jane Addams did. He was not 
interested in rooting out governmental corruption or breaking up 
trusts as the muckraking journalists did. He did not try to make 
government more responsive through the promotion of initiative 
and referendum. Rather, Parlin and other Curtis executives used the 
company’s money, power, prestige, and prominence to build up 
businesses that advertised, to build up advertising as a profession and 
an industry, and to spread the idea that consumption was necessary 
for the prosperity of the country. The “reform” they sought to effect 
was economic reform, a change in the way people viewed and acted 
on advertising and consumption.12 They did that in part by drawing 
on another touchstone of Progressivism: education.

Throughout his career at Curtis Publishing Company, Parlin 
argued that advertising was merely “education” and that a consumer 
society was simply an evolved form of a producer society. In doing 
so, he and others in the advertising business used important cultural 
symbols to stifl e widespread criticism about the promotion of con-
sumer products. Education and thrift were both valued and valuable. 
They were means of increasing one’s standard of living, and they 
inspired hard work. The notion of “quality” was based on the idea 
of honesty, repeat sales, and even permanence among businesses. 
That is, advertising could build not only notoriety but also respect 
if the advertiser was honest. By tying such elements to advertising, 
Parlin attempted to yank promotion from the humbug of P. T. 
Barnum and place it into the hands of Benjamin Franklin, strip it 
of the baggage of “waste” and cover it in the protective layer of 
“progress.” “If it be argued that advertising for ‘luxuries’ has increased 
desires for merchandise one could be without, what are such luxu-
ries?” Parlin asked rhetorically in 1926. The implication was that 
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luxuries had become necessities, and that consumption, fueled by 
advertising, should be considered the norm. “If we believe in a con-
stantly advancing civilization,” Curtis Publishing said in 1914, “if 
we believe that people ought to keep on trying to live a little better 
and have a little more comfort and a little more ambition, then we 
must believe that whatever shows people the way and rouses their 
ambition to possess—and to improve in order to possess—is a public 
service. Advertising does that.”

The marketplace and readership studies that Curtis conducted 
also defi ned for Curtis managers, employees, and advertisers the 
favored participants in the marketplace: Urban whites were favored, 
as long as they were born in the United States. Women were, as 
were farmers after they purchased automobiles. Blacks in any region 
were not. Neither were Eastern European immigrants, at least not 
initially—not until Curtis studied their buying habits and found that 
they, like the rest of the country, were using primarily nationally 
advertised products. Even then, they were discounted as imitators, 
as illiterates who did not understand the true value of advertised 
products but bought them anyway in an effort to become “more 
American.” At the same time that advertisers and publishers like 
Curtis sought to tap into and promote a new middle class, they used 
the methods of social science to exclude and marginalize those who 
failed to share in the rewards of modern industrial capitalism. The 
culture of consumption created or eliminated opportunity, depend-
ing on the amount of money a person had to spend, and increasingly 
audiences that had once been viewed as members of a democratic 
society were seen in terms of their ability to “cast votes” with their 
dollars.13 Those who could and did consume frequently were wooed 
and welcomed. Those who did not or could not were scorned, or 
as in the case of Curtis’s market studies, simply excluded. The mass 
market that Curtis magazines symbolized in the early twentieth cen-
tury was clearly a white market, and if Curtis’s claims are to be 
believed, a mostly upper-class white market.14

From an economic standpoint, Curtis’s positioning made sense. 
To companies like soap manufacturers, which wanted to reach as 
wide an audience as possible, Curtis stressed the millions of readers 
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its magazines reached—the largest print audiences available during 
the fi rst four decades of the twentieth century.15 To the makers of 
pianos or automobiles, who had fewer products to sell and who 
needed to reach people with money, Curtis stressed the “quality” of 
its circulation—an affl uent group of readers who paid full price for 
the magazines, responded to advertising, and bought brand-name 
products. In both cases, it used readership studies and statistics from 
Commercial Research and the federal government to try to prove to 
manufacturers and advertising agencies that Curtis publications were 
the best media for their advertising dollars because they reached the 
people most likely to buy. This differed from much of the work of 
the agencies themselves, which had begun studying consumer psy-
chology at least ten years before Curtis created Commercial Research. 
And yet, the purpose was similar: Agencies used their psychological 
studies to help turn physical characteristics of products into objects 
of desire. William Leiss, Stephen Kline, and Sut Jhally give the exam-
ple of soap, which has a chemical composition that gives it a distinctive 
smell and texture. Marketers add cultural characteristics that make 
that soap masculine or feminine, refi ned or tough, creating storylines 
in which consumers can place themselves. Curtis did exactly that 
with the statistics it gathered, the audience studies it did, and the 
market research it published. In many cases, Curtis found that busi-
nesses did not know how to interpret statistics or did not trust the 
initial research Parlin did. By placing its work into a storyline, though, 
Curtis turned its audience, its information, and its advertising into 
means of achieving greater sales and greater wealth. That push to 
the heart of capitalism eroded resistance and created desire for new 
means of doing business. It also reinforced consumer culture’s ties 
to the experimental and the new, as market research itself contin-
ually tried new techniques of gathering information—information 
that had to be updated continually. In attempting to show trends 
and changes over time, though, Parlin and his colleagues added an 
element of historical continuity to their work, much as advertise-
ments used social symbols that tied past, present, and future together. 
Advertising gave birth to market research, and as a result, market 
research assumed many of the characteristics of advertising.16
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From a social standpoint, Curtis’s positioning amounted to a 
reinforcement of racial and ethnic stereotypes, and its writings and 
actions foreshadowed the exclusionary tendencies that the United 
States followed through much of the twentieth century. Although 
a substantial number of literate black elites embraced consumption 
as a way of displaying status and success after the Civil War, blacks 
faced large hurdles in joining a consumer society because, as Jason 
Chambers points out, under slavery, blacks themselves were con-
sidered property. Curtis was hardly alone in espousing business 
strategies that excluded blacks, immigrants, and whites who could 
not read. It rode with the economic tides of the times, and breaking 
away from cultural norms in the business and publishing worlds 
could have cost it millions of dollars in lost advertising and lost 
subscription income. Not until the 1940s did mainstream marketers 
pursue black customers in a systematic way. Curtis Publishing 
alone was not responsible for racism, of course; nor could it alone 
have stopped it. Rather, the company was one more voice—an 
important voice—in perpetuating attitudes that hindered partici-
pation of blacks and recent immigrants not only in business but in 
American society.17

And yet, as Curtis promoted exclusionary stereotypes on the 
outside, on the inside its actions proved contradictory and, if not 
progressive, then certainly humane. The company showed no ambi-
tions of crossing the color line in the hiring of executives or in 
welcoming black employees as guests to its country club. It did show 
respect toward those employees, though, in setting up annual events 
for them and in writing about them in its internal publications. 
Pictures and short articles, like those profi ling a black exterminator 
named “Rat-Trap Elmer” and a black cuspidor cleaner named Wal-
ter Jones, can certainly be seen as a way to reinforce the position of 
blacks in menial jobs. At the same time, such articles celebrated the 
men’s abilities and the company’s reliance on them. And the act of 
writing about black employees respectfully and publishing many 
photographs of them showed a laudable acceptance of blacks, some-
thing that Parlin and other executives lacked in the work they cir-
culated to the business world. It was easy to write off a large swath 
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of nameless, faceless “others,” as the company did in its business 
materials. It was far harder to do that with fl esh-and-blood human 
beings who worked in the same building.18

Promoting Consumption

Throughout his career at Curtis, Parlin pushed the idea that the 
widespread buying of consumer goods was the direction the United 
States needed to move, and he went as far as to take his case to 
Washington during the Depression. He spent two years as a repre-
sentative of the National Publishers Association, lobbying primarily 
against the Copeland Bill, which would have put the oversight of 
advertising into the hands of the Food and Drug Administration 
instead of the Federal Trade Commission, and would have estab-
lished a system of standards and grading for food—standards that 
Parlin said would have had a chilling effect on advertising. Although 
he reluctantly accepted some of the government regulation put into 
place during the New Deal, he said that any sort of business regula-
tion needed to be scarce. A system of business unfettered by rules 
and regulations would benefi t rich and poor alike, he said, because 
it would promote increased consumption. “The best opportunity, 
as I see it, is to go ahead, encourage industry to produce ever greater 
volumes of merchandise that they may have more to distribute,” 
Parlin said during the Depression. “If but few cars were produced, 
the wealthy will have them. If pork is scarce only the well-to-do 
can afford it, but if there be an abundance of motor cars, they are 
bound to sell into wide markets, and if there be an abundance of 
pork, most of those who wish may have it.”19

A free-wheeling world of business and advertising, in Parlin’s 
view, was the best way to encourage a democratic means of national 
progress, a betterment of the masses through the same sort of 
trickle-down means he had identifi ed in Sabetha, Kansas, in 1920.20 
Similarly, Parlin said that the “desire to possess” was the cure for the 
economic slump that had settled on the United States in the 1930s, 
because the desire to possess created a desire to work, and a “desire 
on the part of the many to work is the one sound foundation for 
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national prosperity.”21 Consumption, in the view of Parlin and his 
colleagues, was clearly the yardstick for measuring self-worth and 
societal advancement, even during the Depression. As consumption 
of consumer products became ever more important to the econ-
omy, and as offi cials and researchers sought ways to revive the 
economy during the Depression, government and social researchers 
embraced that idea as well.22 And as advertising proliferated on radio 
and then on television, Americans increasingly embraced just such 
a view, expanding a cultural force that continues to defi ne American 
society today.

Flexibility through Success

Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, Parlin and his staff used the tools 
of their research continually to try to prove the value of advertis-
ing.23 Their case was, on the surface, successful. Through the 1930s, 
the Post and the Journal remained the two dominant advertising 
vehicles for national manufacturers, an accomplishment that Curtis 
management credited in part to Commercial Research.24 Early in 
the Depression, with profi ts sliding, the company gave Parlin’s divi-
sion an even more important vote of confi dence, maintaining its 
budget and staff, even though it generated no revenue.25 During the 
early 1940s, a few years after Parlin had left, Commercial Research 
became an autonomous department with a status equal to that of 
the advertising, circulation, and editorial departments. Parlin’s suc-
cessor, Donald Hobart, began to report directly to the company 
president, rather than to the head of the Advertising Department, 
as Parlin had done.26 “Research is already performing an important 
service for industry,” Parlin said in 1931. “In the future it will per-
form a much greater service. Competition is becoming more keen. 
Less can safely be left to chance; more must be founded on accurate 
information.” It was a message that more and more businesses, 
including Curtis, took to heart.

Just how much of Curtis Publishing’s success in the early twen-
tieth century can be attributed to the use of market research is impos-
sible to say. Too many other variables worked in conjunction with 
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market research, everything from the popularity of the editorial mat-
ter of the Post and the Journal to the widespread use of promotion to 
the personalities of the people involved in selling the advertising. 
Curtis’s success, though, which helped the company grow large and 
profi table, allowed it to pursue its philosophy of service and paternal-
ism and to experiment with such ventures as Commercial Research. 
The millions of dollars of profi t produced by the Journal and the Post 
gave the company the fl exibility to see new ventures through many 
years of unprofi table times—a fl exibility that most smaller compa-
nies did not have. The company held a unique position in publishing 
and advertising during the fi rst four decades of the twentieth cen-
tury, and it had the respect and name recognition necessary to get 
manufacturers to provide information that was often carefully 
guarded. The type of research and planning that Parlin and his staff 
advocated eventually became known as dynamic marketing: The 
marketplace and the consumers that made up that marketplace were 
constantly changing. A manufacturer, Parlin used to say, was selling 
a parade, not a standing army. The basis for understanding that 
parade of consumers was marketplace information, and in that sense, 
the system that evolved during the early twentieth century was one 
of dynamic information. Marketplace information and understand-
ing were constantly becoming outdated. New studies and new 
information led to new theories and new philosophies. Knowledge 
was dynamic, not static. “Commercial research, like the writing of 
history, will go on forever,” Parlin said in 1931. “Every day, thoughts 
are changing and new market problems are created. . . . As corpora-
tions grow larger and as the decisions begin to involve large sums 
of money, commercial research seems to become imperative.”27

This need to comprehend change, along with the growing link 
between knowledge, decision making, and money, drove the expan-
sion of market research through the early twentieth century, and it 
continues to be one of the defi ning elements of the “information 
society” or “information age” of the twenty-fi rst century. Although 
both of those phrases have become amorphous descriptions for the 
overabundance of often useless data available today, they are telling 
in that they indicate that true information—material that is in some 
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way instructive, helpful, or useful—is a valued cultural product of 
modern American society.28 Market research was not the originator 
of the information explosion that began in the mid-1900s and accel-
erated into the 2000s, but it was certainly an important precursor. 
Market information empowered those willing to seek it out and 
shape it to their needs, and those with the power of respected infor-
mation had a greater ability to gain greater wealth.

It is unlikely that the commercial information Curtis gathered 
helped it or any other business truly control the marketplace. There 
were simply too many other factors involved. Market information 
could help businesses spot trends and understand competitors; it 
could help them direct supply to meet demand in areas where 
demand was high. It could not and did not formulate policy or make 
decisions to act. Nor could it account for such things as fi nancial 
panics, the responses of competitors, or the outbreak of war. Market 
and readership studies provided feedback about consumers and 
helped companies tailor their products, their advertising, and their 
sales approaches; it could not and did not predict precisely how 
consumers would respond. It could not control their actions. “In a 
time of depression,” Parlin said in 1931,

statistics show that the world is headed for the bow-wows, 
and a projection of curves leads quickly to the nether regions. 
Yet out in the fi eld conditions are not half so bad as the sta-
tistics indicate. Folks are still alive. They work, they eat, they 
play, they grumble a bit, they sigh for better days—but they 
are not dead—they do not intend to die right away. Ambi-
tion continues to assert itself; courage struggles to come 
back; the promise of better times is somewhere in the hearts 
of men. Markets are there for the man who studies folks and 
their wants and, through study of folks, learns how to adver-
tise his products to win the favor of live people.29

Despite the promises—and the promise—market research was 
as fallible as the people who had nurtured it. It was—and is—a truly 
a human endeavor.



Epilogue

Parlin retired from Curtis Publishing in 1937 and moved to 
Florida from the Germantown section of Philadelphia. He 
traveled extensively after leaving the company, and in 1939 

he asked to go back to work part time as a spokesman for Curtis 
Publishing. The company agreed, and during the ensuing three 
years, Parlin represented Curtis at several meetings and conventions. 
He grew increasingly refl ective and philosophical about his career 
and about advertising. His speeches from the time show a man com-
ing to grips with the end of his life, feeling the need to justify the 
nearly thirty years he had spent in research and advertising.1

In one of his last speeches, Parlin relied on one of his familiar 
themes: that of change. He told the Florida State Bankers Association:

Change is inevitable. Change is the law of God. In all the 
universe only change is permanent. . . . Yet underlying 
unending change, there are eternal verities such as man’s 
faith in God, man’s faith in himself and his fellow men, and 
eternal aspirations to nobler thoughts and better living to 
which men must adhere unless civilization is to return to 



184  EPILOGUE

chaos. Change is to be accepted not merely because it is 
change but because it evolves toward what we hope will be 
better standards.2

Parlin died the next year at age seventy. His contributions to 
market research and to advertising were memorialized in 1945, 
when the Philadelphia chapter of the American Marketing Asso-
ciation established the Charles Coolidge Parlin Memorial Award—
an award that is still presented today—and in 1953, when Parlin was 
elected to the Advertising Hall of Fame. In 1950, Donald Hobart, 
Parlin’s successor at Curtis, dedicated his book Marketing Research 
Practice to Parlin, “whose vision made marketing research possible, 
whose insight kept it simple, whose integrity kept it honest and 
sincere.”3

“To say that knowledge is power is trite but it is true,” Parlin 
said in 1914. “Knowledge is the foundation of modern merchandis-
ing, and as competition grows more intense, it becomes more appar-
ent that the manufacturer must know in order to succeed.”4

As with many of Parlin’s observations, that still holds true 
today.
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