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Agenda 
today

How I came to do this research 
on standard sizes

Walk you through the main 
arguments of the paper

• Pre-WWI diversity of products

• Efforts to reduce product 
variety during the Great War

• Resurgence of product variety 
after the War

• U.S. Commerce Dept’s revival 
of the wartime program

• The larger significance of the 
story of standard sizes in the U.S.



My (hybrid) background

Ph.D. in Political Science – political 
economy, history of technology, 
business history

Taught business history and the history 
of technology in a Department of 
History for 30+ years

Core interest: How politics, broadly 
conceived, has shaped economic 
change (i.e., development)



What 
piqued 
my 
interest

A paragraph in 
a journal 
article that 
startled me …

Source: Ray M. Hudson, “Organized Effort in 
Simplification,” Annals of the American 
Academy of Political and Social Science 137, 

Standards in Industry (May 1928): 1.



What are “standard sizes”?

 “Standards” adhered to collectively by competing 
firms

 Taken for granted today

 Bed sizes

 Electrical outlets

 Toilet paper rolls

 Etc.

 But how did they get 

      established?

      And emerge so quickly

      in the 1920s?



My 
argument, 

in brief

The diffusion of 
mass 

production 
techniques 
was not a 

natural process 
of learning and 

emulation

Intense 
competition for 

the consumer’s 
dollar blocked 
their diffusion

Diffusion of 
mass 

production 
techniques 

required 

pushback 
against market 

forces.

Government 

pushback

… made the U.S. into a 

manufacturing powerhouse



Product 

diversity 
before 

the Great 
War

 Anecdotal evidence: e.g., Union Bed 

and Spring Company

 Business disgruntlement before the war

 Sources of product diversity

 Specialty manufacturers

 “Hand-to-mouth buying”

 Fragmented American political 

structure

 American “individualism”

 Root cause: competition for the 

consumer’s dollar

“. . . this production of numerous varieties of a single 

commodity, is almost a necessity so long as competition is 

the ‘life of the trade.’ Each manufacturer is after business, 

and the more styles he shows the more business he gets. 

One is always fearful lest the next one will display the ‘latest’ 
style, and this is a direct cause for a large variety of styles.” 



Product 

diversity 
before 

the Great 
War

 Anecdotal evidence: e.g., Union Bed 

and Spring Company

 Disgruntlement before the war

 Sources of product diversity

 Specialty manufacturers

 “Hand-to-mouth buying”

 Fragmented American political 

structure

 American “individualism”

 Root cause: competition for the 

consumer’s dollar

 Yet, growing enthusiasm for efficiency

“... it is hard to know which way the wind does blow.“ (1916)



Reducing product diversity 

in the Great War

 Suddenly, efficiency became 
paramount

 Government scramble to mobilize the 
economy for war, April 1917-November 
1918

 Focus on conserving civilian resources 
for the war effort

 Council of National Defense’s 
Commercial Economy Board (1917)

 War Industries Board’s Conservation 
Division (1918)

 Both headed by Arch Wilkinson Shaw
Arch Wilkinson Shaw, 1917



Shaw’s 
strategy

Worked through trade 

associations, aided by U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce

Reached collective 

agreements on reductions 
in product variety

Goal: maximum output 

using less skilled labor and 
a minimum of materials—all 

as soon as possible

Published as “conservation schedules”

Streamlining production and distribution, 

lengthening production runs, carrying less 

inventory, reducing transportation costs

Enforcement 
mechanisms

✓ Social 
sanctions

✓ “Priorities 
power”



Reductions 
achieved 
during the 
Great War
(Excluding fruit 
containers and paving 
brick, which were post-
WWI reductions)



Partial list of 
affected 
lines of 
business

Editor of Shaw’s Factory magazine: “The 

period of war’s white-heat … has left its 

impress everywhere in manufacture.”



Would reductions in 
product variety persist 

after the war?

✓ Widespread business 

support for continuing 

conservation measures

✓ Some better-organized 
industries were able to 

hold the line

✓ Most industries succumbed 
to competitive pressures

Post-war economic turmoil 

brought a resurgence in 

product variety

NO



Herbert Hoover’s 
“fostering hand”

Division of Simplified 

Practice (DSP), 1921

Similarities with Shaw’s 

WWI project

 Structure, 

collaboration with 

trade associations

“simplified practice” – reducing product variety

“simplification” – streamlining business
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The 

Simplified 

Practice 
Process

 Modeled on Shaw’s WWI 

process
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DATA
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Average reductions, 1922-1926: 72.5%
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WWI project

Minor differences

 Entirely voluntary

 Softer enforcement 
powers

Major difference: its 
durability

More than 100 
SPRs, 1922-1930,
plus
124 Marine 
Standards, 25 
Commercial 
Standards
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Herbert Hoover’s 
“fostering hand”

Division of Simplified 

Practice (DSP), 1921

Similarities with Shaw’s 

WWI project

Minor differences

 Entirely voluntary

 Softer enforcement 
powers

Major difference: its 
durability

1925-1952DSP outreach

Clusters

Snowball effect

Private-sector alliances

Chamber of Commerce of 
the United States

Am. Eng. Standards Comm. / 
Am. Standards Assn.

Arch Wilkinson Shaw



Durable standards

1922-1960s

 267 Simplified 
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Recommendations

 274 Commercial 
Standards

 Plus Marine 
Standards
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Marshall Plan assistance 
for Europe
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Durable standards

1922-1960s

 267 Simplified 
Practice 
Recommendations

 274 Commercial 
Standards

 Plus Marine 
Standards

Incorporated into 
Marshall Plan assistance for 
Europe

Dept. of Commerce 
standards privatized in the 
1970s



Made the 
U.S. into a 

manu-
facturing 

powerhouse

Enabled the 
diffusion of 

mass 
production 
techniques

Hoover’s 
Division of 
Simplified 
Practice

In summary

Thank you!

U.S. government promotion of business—
a long tradition
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