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The purpose of this website
We want to answer this question…



What was the standard of living?
How much money did they have?  What could it buy?

Payroll line at a meat packing house, 1908



Sharecroppers,
1939



Achievements viewed in the context of difficult family finances 

become especially meaningful



P R I C E S  A N D  W A G E S  B Y  D E C A D E

How much more or less 
affordable have things become?



Source: 1972 Spiegel Christmas catalog



Tuition at a public university in 
1972-1973 cost $482, or about the 
same as three typewriters.

$160 x 3 = $480
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Basis and structure 
of the website

How we organize 22,000 links…





Our links point to freely available
government documents and other 
primary sources found in:

70% 
HathiTrust

18%
FRASER

6%
other

• HathiTrust digital library
• FRASER (Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis)
• Other:

o Google Books
o Internet Archive
o Chronicling America
o Live government websites
o More



Some favorite 
government sources we 
use for page-level links:

 Bulletins from federal and 
state agencies:
o Depts of Labor
o Depts of Agriculture
o Depts of Education

 Congressional Serial Set
 Census publications
 Statistical Abstracts



Doesn’t say “permanent”

Permanent



HathiTrust page-level links 

captured after 2021 are now permanent 

if Google digitized the volume. 
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Site usage
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Data source: LibGuides



Gov Docs 
LibGuides: 
Pageview 
stats,
Jan 2023 



Page views on MU Library website: 
2020-2022 

Government Information draws 

about one third of all page views 

on our library website. 

(Does not include catalog or database searches)Data source: Google Analytics

Library web page Page views Share of views
Library home 1.2 million 14%

Databases gateway 0.4 million 5%

Prices and wages by decade 2.5 million 32%

All other pages combined 3.7 million 49%

TOTAL 7.8 million 100%
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What we know about our users
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85% of traffic to our site is referred by Google



Desktop users: 46%
Trending down

Mobile users: 51%
Trending up

Most are mobile users



Home countries of website visitors
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Strategies for finding 
historic data in
government documents











POP QUIZ!

Docs librarians often want to start with agencies.

Let’s test your knowledge of agencies…



AGENCY

• Dept of Agriculture
• Dept of Energy
• Dept of Labor / BLS
• Census Bureau
• Dept of Health, Education & Welfare

PRICE DATA

• Average college tuition
• Average monthly rent
• Price of admission to movie theaters
• Price of gasoline
• Cost to get a tooth filling

Match the agency to the data, 1950s-1970s
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Round 2
Let’s go back a hundred years...



AGENCY

• Dept of Interior
• Census Bureau
• Dept of State
• Dept of Agriculture
• Congressional

Committee on Finance

PRICE DATA

• Price of land
• Price of opium
• Teacher wages
• Female domestic servant wages
• Price of men’s heavy boots

Match the agency to the data, 1850s-1880s
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Tenth 
Census, 
1880
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You may not really need to know 
all of these historic agencies.

Here’s how I often 
approach the most

challenging reference
questions…
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Site tour



Wages and prices 
are major factors in:

• Social history
• Cultural history
• Environmental history
• Political history
• More



To all libraries that
uploaded content…

• University of Illinois 
Urbana-Champaign

• New York Public Library

• Cornell University

• Harvard University

• University of California

• University of Minnesota

• University of Michigan

• Ohio State University

• AND MANY MORE



Image credits:

Slide 4: Line waiting for pay in an Indianapolis meat packing house. Aug. 1908. Wit. E.N. Clopper. Location: 
Indianapolis.  Source: Library of Congress.

Slide 5: Evicted sharecroppers along Highway 60, New Madrid County, Missouri.  Source: Library of Congress

Slide 8, 9: Smith Corona automatic typewriter, Spiegel catalog, 1972, p. 154.

Slide 21: Ellis Library, Columbia. Source: University of Missouri.

Slides 13 and 35: BLS Bulletin shelves. Photo credit: M. Concannon

Slides 26 and 39: Man in front of grocery store, Elkins, West Virginia, 1939. Source: Library of Congress.

Slides 28-30: USDA and Dept of Education documents. Photo credit: C. Hutinett

Slide 42: Interior of bank, Creedmore, North Carolina, 1940. Source: Library of Congress.

https://www.loc.gov/resource/nclc.04462/
https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2017724205/
https://archive.org/details/spiegel-christmas-1972/page/154/mode/1up
https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2017718073/
https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2017779518/
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