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Introduction

As early as 1918, the new Central European states that emerged at the end 
of the First World War set up ambitious social protection systems in order to 
meet the considerable expectations and needs of populations who had been 
left impoverished by their recent experiences. They also had to provide the 
Allies and international organizations with evidence that ‘social peace’ in 
Eastern Europe would stabilize the disputed territories within reach of Soviet 
Russia. These new states, at the margins of the Western economies and their 
scientific centres, also intended to demonstrate their ability to develop a sta-
tistical information system that would guide the recovery of their devastated 
economies. As part of this call for modernity, socially committed academics 
and intellectuals were invited to work in new government institutes, con-
ducting surveys and studies.1 All of these changes were to be found in Poland, 
which in 1918 established a Ministry of Social Protection, a Statistical Office, 
and various research institutes. However, in a context marked by a lack of im-
provement in living conditions, unstable governments, and repeated currency 
crises,  social protests and demands continued and even became more wide-
spread. Yet, these social movements, which in the early 1920s shook the whole 
of Central Europe, gave rise in Poland to valuable surveys and social studies, 
on the initiative of activist associations that were independent of the state.

This chapter focuses on the interactions between the Central Statistical 
Office of the Polish state (Główny Urząd Statystyczny, GUS) and one of these 
activist organizations, the Institute of Social Economics (Instytut Gospodarstwa 
Społecznego, IGS), which became an important organization with the capacity 
to cooperate and compete with public actors in statistics (and the Statisti-
cal Office in particular). The IGS included members of educated elites − 
 sociologists, economists, and statisticians − of a socialist political leaning, and 
in some cases even Marxist, all of whom, by the end of the war, had experi-
enced the harshness of political reality under the occupying regimes as well 
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as the hardships of war, repression, and exile. The activism of the IGS and its 
founders was deeply rooted in the history of the Polish territories attached to 
Tsarist Russia. It dated back to the period of liberalization following the 1905 
Revolution, which had led to the rise of social-reformist associations, in-
cluding the Society for the Social Work (Towarzystwo Pracy Społecznej), from 
which the IGS emerged after the war. Under this Russian regime and then 
that of the German occupation, the association was consolidated and profes-
sionalized with a view to compensating for the absence of a social protection 
policy, and in this way, it anticipated the institutions of the new state. It then 
managed to coexist with them and even compete with them.

Within this long historical context, this chapter deals with the relations 
between the IGS and the GUS, which were marked by both cooperation and 
competition, and centred around the implementation of social surveys and 
the calculation of social indices. First, it looks back at the successive trans-
formations of the Society for the Social Work under the different political 
regimes that existed prior to the creation of an independent Poland, leading 
up to its re-establishment as the IGS. The strength of the new institute be-
came apparent in the immediate post-war period, when, in the context of the 
inf lationary crisis and a sharp fall in living standards, it pre-empted the GUS 
in producing studies that quantified this decline, calculated on the basis of 
wage demands. The chapter goes on to describe how the IGS, building on 
this earlier success, was recognized by the International Labour Organization 
(ILO) when it came to address the challenge of measuring wage variation 
and the cost-of-living index, which had been a cause of unrest in many other 
countries. The IGS was then invited to cooperate with the GUS on the pro-
ject of a major national survey of the budgets of workers’ families, which 
would make it possible to calculate the official cost-of-living index. From 
that survey, however, the two institutions drew different proposals and values 
with regard to this new index. Nonetheless, at the end of these ten years of 
close rivalry, they had constructed a specialized field of economic statistics, 
relating to wages, prices, and living conditions, on which the new economic 
theories and policies of regulation would be based.2

Social surveys and associations in Poland  
in the imperial period

In the second half of the nineteenth century, in the territory of the former 
Poland divided between the Prussian, Austrian, and Russian states, mem-
bers of reformist, Catholic, or socialist movements, often drawn from the 
small pool of local intelligentsia, initiated investigations into the living con-
ditions of workers employed in the factories of the nascent industry or the 
large agrarian farms. The authors of these studies used the model of Le Play’s 
family monographs or of the surveys conducted by the famous German so-
ciety, the Verein für Socialpolitik, as a basis for their observations.3 In the ab-
sence of official Polish institutions, these works, which are often described as 
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precursors of empirical sociology, were carried out in various settings on the 
initiative of Catholic circles, philanthropic associations, and learned societies. 
Some of these associations continued to operate and had a legacy in the public 
and private institutions of the new Polish state after 1918. This was the case 
for the Society for the Social Work.

The Society was founded in 1907 in Warsaw, then located in the King-
dom of Poland, a territory annexed by Russia. It benefited from the con-
text of political liberalization ushered in by the 1905 Revolution, with the 
legalization of associations in 1906. It was in this reforming spirit that the 
Society’s founders set themselves the mission of promoting and supporting 
‘social work’. In 1910, the new Society established a ‘Board of Social Work’ 
(Biuro Pracy Społecznej), which was the active organ of the Society, devoted 
to conducting studies on social and economic issues. Its activities were still 
constrained by the legal, administrative, and political framework of imperial 
Russia. Nevertheless, its projects bore witness to its ambition as an institu-
tion, which gave it a pivotal role in lobbying the tsarist administration with 
ideas of social reform.

The aim of the founders of the Board of Social Work was to provide doc-
umentation on social and national causes in the life of the Kingdom, causes 
that would then be defended by Polish deputies in the new Russian assembly, 
the Duma. As well as proposals for greater cultural and linguistic autonomy, 
others concerned working conditions, and thereby echoed the demands made 
by the demonstrations and strikes of 1905 and 1906, which broke out in 
Poland as in the rest of Russia.4 To this end, the surveys undertaken by the 
Board of Social Work reported on public health, women’s work, accident 
insurance, and so on. The Bureau had a statistical division, but a lack of re-
sources prevented it from conducting its own surveys, and most of its data 
came from external sources.

Ten years later, the First World War overturned the political order in which 
Poles, having been excluded from public spaces, had built their own institu-
tions. However, the war on the Eastern Front was particularly destructive, 
leaving territories and economies devastated, with poverty and epidemics on 
the rise.5 In the first months, Citizens’ Civic Committees were set up in the 
main towns to manage and coordinate the relief effort. In Russian Poland, in 
particular, these voluntary institutions continued, on a larger scale, the activ-
ities through which charitable and philanthropic organizations had formerly 
compensated for the imperial government’s lack of interest in social policy.6

Like other civil society organizations, the Board of Social Work strength-
ened and expanded its activities during the years of war and occupation. It 
developed substantially from 1916 onwards under the German administra-
tion, adopting an ambitious organizational structure divided into sections 
devoted to legal questions, economics, education, and so on and then further 
subdivided into some 30 commissions.7 This rapid expansion was due to the 
deterioration of living standards and working conditions under the occupa-
tion regime; workers were badly hit by inf lation, falling wages, and rising 
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unemployment. The Board of Social Work was all the more sensitive to this 
situation as many of those who had joined it since that time came from so-
cialist circles. Their investigations then ran in parallel to strikes and demon-
strations. The agenda of the Board of Social Work covered every aspect of 
the social question – labour regulations, social insurance, women’s work, 
and so on – and a ‘Commission on workers’ questions’ was created. The goal 
of gathering information remained a priority, and the collection of data of 
all kinds – legal, economic, and statistical – fed into studies whose results 
were disseminated, for lack of other means, in small brochures. Nonetheless, 
these publications did, however, lead to proposals for the reform of public 
institutions.

By the end of the war, the activity of the Board of Social Work had reached 
its peak, but in 1918 it was weakened by the fact that the Polish state gained its 
independence. A Ministry of Social Welfare was established, which offered 
official positions to several of the Bureau’s members. The same movement 
from the private to the public sphere took place in the field of social studies 
and statistical expertise following the establishment of the GUS. The open-
ing of positions in the administration of the Kingdom became, for Polish 
patriotic elites, an opportunity to enter the workings of a new Polish state, 
ready to be built and appropriated from within. They also hoped to establish 
a system of social protection, as charities and philanthropic associations were 
no longer able to meet the needs of the civilian population.

In this new situation, it seemed likely that public institutions would as-
similate this world of reforming associations. Yet, this turned out not to be 
the case. The Board of Social Work was disbanded and reborn under a new 
name, but in the new political context it was divided by the simmering ten-
sions between members of the two political currents who claimed to speak 
for the cause of the Polish ‘people’ – socialists and supporters of National 
Democracy, respectively. In 1920, the socialist branch joined the Society of 
Polish Economists and Statisticians,8 where it formed an autonomous section 
under the name of the Institute of Social Economics, which became an inde-
pendent institute in 1926. The new institute continued to pursue the social 
and political project of the Board of Social Work, with the involvement of 
several of its former members. It also fulfilled one of the Bureau’s wishes: 
to conduct its own social and statistical surveys. However, this new mission 
could not be taken for granted, since in the new Polish state, the IGS found 
itself in competition with public institutions and especially the GUS.

The rivalry between the Central Statistical Office and 
the Institute of Social Economics in measuring workers’ 
cost of living

The mission of the IGS was to ‘to develop activities to support the social 
economy in Poland on a scientific basis’.9 In this vast field of economic and 
social issues, the condition of workers remained the central theme of the IGS’s 
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investigations, as shown by the publication of a collection entitled ‘Workers’ 
Issues’. This commitment to the cause of workers is at first sight surprising in 
a country where the peasantry was more abundant. It was, however, charac-
teristic of the socialist, and in some cases Marxist, intellectuals and activists 
attached to the IGS, who prioritized workers and the urban working classes 
when addressing the ‘modernization’ of Poland, which Polish elites saw as the 
major challenge facing the new state.

The major theme that preoccupied the IGS in the early 1920s was the 
continuing decline in workers’ living standards as a result of the inf lation-
ary pressures caused by the world economic crisis of 1920–1921, which was 
exacerbated in Poland by the expense of the war with Soviet Russia.10 Not 
only was the new Polish state faced with the challenge of rebuilding a dev-
astated country and a ruined economy, but, as in most Eastern European 
countries, its own currency crisis was more severe and more lasting than 
in Western Europe. This crisis was followed by a phase of hyperinf lation, 
which led to a further drastic and tragic fall in living standards.11 It was only 
in 1924 that Poland emerged from these crises with a thorough reform of its 
monetary and fiscal system. This reform immediately brought about wage 
stabilization.12

The IGS’s earliest studies were carried out in this economic and social con-
text. Throughout the world, the monetary crises of the immediate post-war 
period took a large, direct toll on the growth and generalization of wage- 
labour that had been under way in the capitalist economies, as part of a trans-
formation of the world of work.13 Inf lation lowered the monetary value of 
wages and tragically reduced the lowest incomes, those of manual workers. 
Since the end of the nineteenth century, this extremely close dependence of 
the standard of living of families on the vicissitudes of currency values had 
been the source of conf licts which alarmed both industrialists and rulers. 
From the end of the war, in all countries, the effect of price rises in addi-
tion to the existing deprivation fuelled discontent and demonstrations, which 
threatened to destabilise a fragile domestic political situation.

In Eastern Europe, the leaders of the new Polish state were also worried 
because, in the newly united territories, echoes of the Bolshevik movements 
and promises of national prosperity were spreading among impoverished 
populations eager for a better world. As early as 1916, under the German 
occupation, demonstrations and strikes demanding wage increases had begun 
in Warsaw and Łódź, the two main cities and centres of Polish industry, as 
well as in the coal-mining areas of Silesia. The end of the war and of the 
German occupation brought about a short period of respite. In 1919, owing 
to the rise in inf lation, workers resumed their strikes in pursuit of wage 
increases, this time directing their demands to the new Polish government. 
The government gave in to some of their demands, but not all, owing to the 
high level of inf lation and the reluctance of industrialists. The same pattern 
repeated over the following years, with high inf lation continuing to worsen 
employees’ living conditions, and strikes, which were now coordinated by 
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the unions, became more frequent. The government’s compensatory meas-
ures were insufficient to dispel from public opinion the impression that the 
government was incapable of containing inf lation, and was guilty of passing 
fiscal measures deemed to be unfair, on the grounds that they only served the 
interests of industrialists.

While the protests continued and spread in reaction to the Polish govern-
ment’s erratic response to inf lation, a new economic and statistical expertise 
was developed that transformed the terms of the demands and negotiations. 
It provided both a scientific framework for economic policy and a language 
that codified inf lation as a global monetary phenomenon. On this basis, it 
was possible to derive standards that could regulate wage policy. No official 
institution held a monopoly over this expertise, as it was practised by public 
and private institutes alike: the GUS, municipal statistical offices, and once 
again, the IGS. The ILO was also closely involved in this work. In view of 
the political importance of the monetary crisis and its social consequences for 
the economic recovery of Europe, the ILO had a decisive inf luence on the 
standardization of economic and statistical data.

At different times, these organizations acted either in parallel, in coopera-
tion or in opposition; their relations gave rise to a particular dynamic between 
the public and private sectors, which can be reconstructed by observing the 
role of the IGS in this context. The creation of joint study commissions also 
favoured this dynamic.

The construction of an official cost-of-living index

In the long history of surveys and calculations of prices and wages, the im-
mediate post-war period can be seen as a brief moment that, owing its po-
litical urgency, saw the emergence of a new way of empirically describing 
the economic instability caused by currency f luctuations. It was a matter of 
concern for old and new states alike, and one particular step indicated their 
recognition of the social and political impact of the inf lationary crisis: the 
creation of commissions to study the cost of living. In Poland, in 1920, a 
‘Commission on the Cost of Living of family workers in industry and com-
merce’ was set up by government decree.14 Like the commissions in other 
countries,15 the Polish commission, attached to the GUS, was official, but 
it was composed of stakeholders from different domains: in addition to the 
director of the statistical administration, it included representatives of several 
ministries, employers, and trade unions; outside experts were also sometimes 
involved in its work. Its mission was to calculate the cost-of-living index, 
which, when combined with the level of net wages, could be used to estimate 
their ‘real’ value or in other words ‘purchasing power’. The validity of this 
new index would depend on its being regularly updated, so it was calculated 
every month and published together with reports on prices and wages by the 
GUS in the Monthly Statistics Review.



Social movement and economic statistics 85

The Cost of Living Commission also had to specify the method used 
for calculating the index, a method which was supposedly simple and well 
known, but which, as will be seen, was actually widely debated, both in its 
principles and its implementation. The method adopted by the Commission 
consisted of finding the average of price increases in a series of items deemed 
to be representative of the ‘budget’ – that is, the needs – of a typical worker’s 
family, consisting of four people: two adults and two children. The Com-
mission established a list of some 30 items, of specified quantities, which was 
supposed to correspond to the family’s daily consumption. The list began 
with food: 1.23 kg of rye bread per day, 1.15 kg of potatoes, then barley gruel, 
dried beans, meat, bacon, sugar, salt, and so on. In addition, the list included 
other items such as housing and fuel costs, water consumption and finally 
some minor expenses on leisure activities: one newspaper per day and two 
theatre tickets per month. The daily quantities of food were set according 
to the calories deemed necessary for subsistence, a physiological standard set 
by the biological and nutritional sciences. The use of these pre-established 
standards of workers’ needs meant that this method was based on a so-called 
‘theoretical’ budget. This was distinguished from a method of calculation 
based on real consumption, which would be supported by critics of the offi-
cial index, notably by the IGS, as will be explained below.

Its data on prices, however, were gathered in situ, as municipal authorities 
were required to transmit these data to the GUS within a narrow time frame. 
Unlike its figures for consumption, which were based on physiological needs, 
the collection of retail prices confronted the Commission and the GUS with 
the real world and minute detail of shops and markets. Prices were firmly 
rooted in local practices, and so the newly created commissions in major 
cities took on direct responsibility for recording and calculating the indices. 
In this way, the authorities could demonstrate their traditional competence 
in municipal price policy. The Central Commission provided a framework 
for these practices. The government Ordinance had stipulated that ‘with the 
permission of the Central Statistical Office’s Committee, local committees 
can be established in certain larger cities, operating on the basis of an agreed-
upon settlement’.16 This provision was further elaborated by an ordinance in 
January 1921 requiring the mayors of major cities to follow the instructions 
of the GUS in producing their monthly price statements and to complete a 
pre-determined table.17 The ordinance also required the municipal admin-
istration to set up its own commission by gathering representatives of trade 
unions, workers, industry, trade, and agriculture.

In the barely unified country of Poland in 1920, which was plagued by 
social unrest that threatened its internal and external political stability, the 
government therefore attempted to centralize and control information on 
prices and to promote joint resolutions through the use of commissions. In 
this, it followed practices in other states and, above all, the recommendations 
of the ILO.
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From data to strikes

The GUS centralized municipal data, calculated indices, and published them 
monthly. However, the municipal scale remained the dominant one: the ta-
bles listed the indices of price increases for individual Polish cities, but did 
not give any index for Poland as a whole. Had the state failed in attaining a 
‘common language of prices’? The cost-of-living index had local or regional 
validity, but at the level of the whole Polish state it had less significance. In 
its commentary, the GUS acknowledged that the municipal commissions had 
used different methods of calculation and that, as a result, the raw figures for 
price increases were not comparable, only the relative changes. The price 
index was, as elsewhere, a black box maintained by delicate compromises.

It is also the practical usefulness of the index that explains why it remained 
a local index, for two reasons. On the one hand, the index was used to adjust 
wages in line with the rate of inf lation, which still varied significantly by 
location. On the other hand, in Poland, as in other countries, workers de-
manded that this adjustment should be automatic. The principle of indexing 
wages to inf lation had to be enshrined in collective agreements signed at the 
level of individual businesses, that is, as close as possible to actual working 
conditions. This was one of the major demands put forward by trade unions 
on behalf of workers throughout Europe. In Poland, it became a frequent rea-
son for strikes in industries that were reluctant to adopt this automatic adjust-
ment. Strikes were also called when collective agreements set the index too 
low or provided for only partial wage increases. The question of measuring 
the cost of living was therefore central to power and class relations, became 
highly politicized, and manifested itself in successive conf licts.

Although the language of indices is often seen as the expression of a ten-
dency towards objectivization that triumphed in the nation states of the 
twentieth century, during this interwar period, consensus regarding the price 
index always remained fragile. Two institutions, independent of public au-
thorities, tried to give it a solid basis, one favouring a social foundation and 
the other a statistical one: whereas the IGS calculated an alternative index 
to the official one, with the aim of benefiting workers, the ILO claimed to 
be improving the method and accuracy of measurement. The two modes of 
calculation used by the IGS and ILO involved different epistemologies, but 
as we shall show, the exchanges between their respective exponents led to a 
better measurement of the real living standards of workers.

The IGS: wage statistics in the service of the class struggle

The IGS, which focused its studies on workers’ issues, naturally devoted its 
earliest works to the defence of their wages and working conditions. In the 
political context of the 1920s, it presented itself as the mouthpiece of workers, 
alongside the trade unions, who also happened to be among the institute’s 
members. Independently of the GUS, the IGS developed its own expertise 
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on the measurement of the cost of living and the change in wages and pub-
lished several studies on the subject.18 Its aim was not only to contribute to 
the debate but also to provide technical arguments in support of the demands 
of employees seeking to maintain their standard of living. It also documented 
the mobilization of workers by producing statistics on strikes, even before of-
ficial data on this subject existed, through the collection of information from 
various ‘field’ sources to which it had access: strike committees, the workers’ 
press, notes from journalists, information from factories, and so on.

As early as 1922, one of the founding economists of the IGS, Tadeusz 
 Szturm de Sztrem, published a book entitled The Struggle for Wages, in which 
he provided a statistical analysis of the impact of inf lation on wages. The 
study was limited to Warsaw owing to the lack of complete data at that time, 
but the author nonetheless managed to reconstruct statistical series on the 
prices of basic foodstuffs and workers’ wages since 1914, which indicates that 
he had access to unofficial sources, notably through trade unions. His ambi-
tion was to grasp, in the chronic f luctuations of currency, what he believed 
was a new structural trend in the capitalist economy leading inevitably to a 
decrease in the value of wages. The six-month percentage changes in food 
prices, when compared to real wages, revealed a remarkable increase in the 
divergence between these data series under the effect of inf lation.

The salient point of his analysis was to compare these two statistical series 
with data on strikes, in order to show that wage increases, even if they were 
insufficient to compensate for their erosion by inf lation, were the result of 
workers’ mobilizations. Although strikes had occurred only sporadically un-
der the German occupation, they subsequently increased substantially – in 
Warsaw, there were 42 in 1918, rising to 67 in 1919, and 72 in 1920. The 
author emphasized that the creation of the Polish state in 1918 had not put an 
end to this movement, and that, on the contrary, the number of strikes had 
increased. He pointed out that strikes were increasingly coordinated by trade 
unions, stressing in particular the major role of the Trade Union Associations 
(Związek Stowarzyszeń Zawodowych), which was closely connected with so-
cialistic circles and which, since 1920, had brought together several federa-
tions. He also credited unions with signing collective agreements, creating a 
wage scale, and demanding other social benefits (paid leave, social insurance, 
medical assistance, and so on). The conclusion of the study, supported by 
voluminous statistical annexes worthy of a yearbook, was explicitly political 
since it considered that the injustice created by inf lation, which was ‘a factor 
conducive to the strengthening of Polish industry’, was also ‘a source of ex-
perience for the working class, and a source of necessity that constitute[d] the 
basis for the maturing of contemporary forms of class struggle in Poland’.19 In 
this respect, the study corresponded to the mission of the IGS, which aimed 
its work and publications at a broad public, including trade unionists.

This short text, with a limited scope, situated the recent gains of the work-
ers’ movement in a longer history, which was objectivized by the figures and 
their trends. The author’s intention was also to the demonstrate the ability 
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to carry out an ambitious study independently of the new Polish state, which 
was then setting up its own institutions of expertise. He thereby showed that 
he was surpassing the GUS not only in the analysis of data series but also in 
the collection of data since he combined the official figures with his own 
sources of data.

The IGS also knew how to coordinate its work with the international ref-
erences that were authoritative in this field. One organization that wielded 
this international authority was the ILO, whose recommendations extended 
beyond labour legislation to the methods for transcribing information on 
working conditions, covering processes such as maintaining reports, con-
ducting surveys or calculating indices. However, the ILO also appeared as 
a unique forum on the international stage, owing to its tripartite structure 
involving governments, employers’ representatives, and trade unions.20 It was 
therefore a source of legitimacy for private work and expertise on social is-
sues, particularly in the countries of Central Europe.21

The ILO and the politics of indices: international 
recognition of the IGS’s expertise

The early and rapid mobilization of the IGS in the field of wage statistics and 
price indices was a successful strategy, if not for the workers’ cause, then at 
least for the international recognition of its expertise. Indeed, two years after 
the publication of his book, Sztrum de Sztrem published an article on ‘Wage 
problems in Poland during and after the War’ in the ILO’s journal, Interna-
tional Labour Review.22 This article, written in English, took up the theme of 
the earlier book, written in Polish, and adapted it to an international con-
text, which required toning down provocative political positions in order to 
achieve the neutral tone of technical analysis. It gave a prominent role to the 
work of the IGS in its presentation of an increasingly established division of 
statistical labour: on the one hand, the GUS and the Warsaw Statistical Ser-
vice carried out price surveys and the calculation of the cost-of-living index, 
and on the other hand, the IGS gathered together data – which were still scat-
tered and not yet unified in an official framework – on the wages of workers 
in a few industrial establishments. Although official statistical work gradually 
extended and encroached on the IGS’s specialist field of social economy, the 
IGS maintained its dominance in the analysis of wage trends in this turbulent 
period. It again linked this development to the abundance of strikes, which 
had increased in Warsaw from 59 in 1921, to 115 in 1922, and 131 in 1923, 
the year of the inf lationary crisis. Stressing again the importance of these mo-
bilizations for wage increases, the author states that ‘It was only as the result 
of fairly numerous strikes that the workers first secured increases in wages… 
to meet the rise in the cost of living’.23 The author emphasized the impor-
tance of introducing into collective agreements the principle of the automatic 
adjustment of wages to the cost of living, also known as the sliding scale 
principle, which was in line with the ILO’s recommendations. As requested 
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by the review, he reported on the growth of this practice in each industrial 
sector, which was slow in the first year and more sustained and promising 
from 1921.24 In the following years, in 1921 and 1922, the principle be-
came widely established, with about 20 new conventions appearing every six 
months. Szturm de Sztrem also reported the resistance of some companies 
to these measures, and the dissatisfaction of workers with a process of wage 
increases that could no longer keep pace with inf lation. In this editorial space 
provided by the ILO, Szturm de Sztrem nonetheless had to depart from his 
role as the mouthpiece of the workers and respond in a different way to the 
objections raised by workers with regard to the supposed errors in calculating 
the index: ‘the reason for the depreciation of real wages should be sought in 
certain defects in the methods used for adjusting wages to the cost of liv-
ing’.25 His numerical arguments, which, in Poland, provided a justification 
for workers’ demands, were transformed for the ILO into economic variables 
in statistical equations relating to the comparative effects of increases in wages 
and supplementary payments on the costs of production. He entered into the 
discussions of economists, particularly those in neighbouring Germany and 
Austria, who were facing a similar situation and who feared that an inf lation-
ary spiral could be triggered by the automatic indexing of wages demanded 
by workers.

How did Sztrum de Sztrem, an economist and statistician from the pri-
vate activist organization IGS, gain access to the ILO’s journal, which was 
intended to disseminate notes and articles on the social situations in different 
countries to an international audience? An exchange of letters between the 
ILO and its Polish correspondent in Warsaw, Adam Rose, sheds a partial but 
nevertheless revealing light on the path that led to this event.

In September 1922, Rose had proposed an article on ‘the automatic adjust-
ment of workers’ wages in Poland according to changes in the cost of living 
by a commission attached to the Central Statistical Office’.26 It had attracted 
the attention of the ILO Research Division which, in December of the same 
year, specified that the article should address

the conditions that led to the establishment of a cost-of-living commis-
sion, as well as the methods that were adopted for arriving at the cost-
of-living index number and for deciding on the adjustment to workers’ 
wages on the basis of f luctuations in the cost-of-living index. It would 
also be desirable to give a full presentation of the results of this procedure, 
as well as any objections that may have been raised to its application.27

However, the article was not signed by Rose, but by Szturm de Sztrem, to 
whom the former seems to have entrusted the task of writing it, presumably 
because he had published a book for the IGS on precisely this subject. The 
article on Poland appeared after others on the same subject, with a focus on 
Austria and Germany respectively, but these other articles had been written 
by members of ministerial administrations. The IGS, as a private institute, 
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therefore had access to the ILO’s editorial space on an equal footing with the 
official institutions of other European countries.

The publications of the ILO were closely connected to the agitated social 
situation of the first half of the 1920s in Eastern Europe, where the continu-
ous decrease in workers’ purchasing power in a context of constant inf lation 
was the source of demonstrations which hampered the recovery of an already 
badly damaged industrial fabric, and created, at the gates of Bolshevik Russia, 
a political instability feared by governments, even in their social-reformist 
ranks. It was in this context that the ILO devoted one of its first special issues 
to the question of real wage and inf lation, so that it could be examined by its 
experts from a statistical point of view.

The ILO and the authority of its method

In the ILO’s centralized documentation, statistics played a key role in de-
scribing social conditions in different states, synthesizing the information, 
and then producing a ranking on the scale of social progress. This ranking 
was intended to encourage those states deemed to be lagging behind to catch 
up. The ILO, however, had no more power to decree how statistics should 
be collected than it did to affect national social legislation. It did not pro-
duce statistics itself but collected those of the member states. As a result, it 
was faced with the problem of the comparability of data and indices, which 
depended upstream on the variable conditions of their production, according 
to rules and recording practices that remained diverse. In the nineteenth 
century, under the impetus of the earliest International Statistical Congress, 
and supported by the rise of the first statistical offices, the process of stand-
ardization had advanced, but some economic elements, including wages and 
prices, remained difficult to standardize. Progress was often made in response 
to crises and their social consequences, notably poverty and unemployment; 
the First World War and its impact on the disorganization of societies and 
economies was one such moment.

The ILO had created its own statistics section, whose members were re-
nowned statisticians from official institutes in their countries. The question 
of measuring real wages and the cost-of-living index was on their agenda as 
early as 1923 and was the main theme of the Second International Confer-
ence of Labour Statisticians held in 1925. Wage statistics would be addressed 
there from a methodological point of view only. To this end, in prepara-
tion for the conference, the ILO published a voluminous report, Methods of 
Compiling Cost of Living Index Numbers.28 As noted in the title, the issue of 
wages and prices was now subsumed under the issue of calculating the index, 
which, in the terminology of statistical economists, fell into the category of 
index numbers. But however technical this question it might be, the cost-
of-living index had already been politicized by workers’ demands and gov-
ernment commissions, so the question of method was inextricably linked to 
this burning political issue. The report did not hide this, stressing that ‘The 
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necessity for the adoption of satisfactory methods is manifest if the object of 
securing wage agreements with the minimum of friction is to be attained’.29 
The statisticians attached to the ILO believed that the objectivizing power 
of statistics was capable of reducing social protests as long as it could establish 
sufficient confidence in the method of calculating the index.30 This was the 
task to which they devoted their conference as well as the ‘Resolutions’ that 
emerged from it.31

The ‘ILO method’ for statistics, in principle, was based on that of the 
international congresses of the nineteenth century, which consisted, on the 
one hand, of issuing recommendations for producing figures and indices, 
and, on the other hand, of gathering information on the actual practices 
followed by the various states.32 These practices provided the ILO with ex-
amples to be encouraged or, on the contrary, to be avoided. This centraliza-
tion of information resulted in the voluminous annexes to the documentary 
collections, which catalogued in detail the survey and calculation practices in 
different countries around the world from South Africa to Czechoslovakia, 
Great Britain, and Lithuania. In these pages, the ILO listed the diversity of 
national practices, but also documented their dynamism at local and private 
levels, adding that ‘Mention is, however, also made of other costs of living 
statistics, including those published by certain municipal authorities, or by 
private organisations or individuals’.33 Although the ILO addressed its rec-
ommendations to public statistical administrations and only thought of in-
citing centralized states to standardize their statistical practices, it recognized 
the plurality of private initiatives and their capacity to provide impetus to 
statistical work. This concerned in particular municipal authorities, such as 
those in Germany, where a dozen or so cities were assessed with their own 
cost-of-living indices, but also trade unions, and even individuals, notably 
economists. While the ILO implemented its founding principle of tripartism 
in conducting its deliberations on policies and legislation, as far as technical 
knowledge in economics and statistics was concerned, it defended a unitary 
and centralized view.

With regard to index numbers, the discussions were not only of a technical 
nature. Beyond the scope of the ILO, they involved an epistemology on how 
to summarize the change in figures, the meaning attributed to the average 
that is supposed to summarize that change, and as always in statistics, the 
question of the representativeness of the results. Statisticians initially pro-
vided strict definitions to replace what they considered to be a mess of terms 
and figures: ‘an index number of the prices of a number of commodities is an 
average of their price relatives’, wrote the American economist Irving Fisher 
in his seminal book, The Making of Index Numbers.34 The index was there-
fore relative, it did not measure the cost of living itself, but rather changes in 
the cost of living, and the cost of living was not equivalent to the standard 
of living. It was necessary, then, to ensure that changes in the cost of living 
resulted only from currency f luctuations, or in other words, that they re-
lated to fixed quantities and qualities of items. However, the epistemological 
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standards expounded by these statisticians – established figures with univer-
sity chairs or administrative directorates, such as Irving Fisher, Lucien March 
or Karl Pribam, all proponents of empiricism against probabilistic conjecture 
– remained far removed from local realities.

Municipal authorities also compared the prices of items, but their tempo-
rality was that of the daily life of families. For example, in the first half of the 
1920s, the municipality of the industrial town of Łódź in Poland monitored 
between 50 and 60 prices, including nine types of f lour and semolina, and 
different types of bread, which varied according to the percentage of wheat 
f lour.35 One of the ILO’s recommendations for maintaining the principle of 
goods being comparable in time and space was to calculate the cost-of-living 
index based on a selection of items considered representative of a family’s ba-
sic needs. It refrained from specifying this list of basic necessities, however, as 
it varied across countries, regions, and time periods. It is therefore clear that 
the projects of international standardization and comparability undertaken by 
the ILO and statistical offices had to adapt to an irreducibly heterogeneous 
local world, that of markets and family consumption, and therefore had to 
work with local representatives. In 1928, the same city of Łódź filled out a 
monthly questionnaire, sent by the GUS, on the prices of everyday consumer 
items. At first glance, the use of this form suggests that the municipal author-
ity of Łódź had adopted the official terminology, but a detailed reading of 
the list makes it clear that the GUS had taken into account the diversity of 
consumption: the list was still as long as that of 1920, with about 40 items, 
and mentioned five types of bread and seven types of f lour and semolina.36 
National administrations did not wish to restrict local rules and habits any 
more than this and would proceed, on the model of a census, to code items 
into certain categories. In doing so, they would produce price indices that 
were ‘black boxes’, and which trade unions would challenge in periods of 
inf lation on the grounds that the items selected were not representative of 
employees’ consumption.

Challenges to the indices also related to another component of their cal-
culation, that of the varying importance attributed to different items, or 
categories of items, within family consumption. Their relative importance 
certainly ref lected personal preferences, but was above all a function of in-
come. In order to take this into account in the calculation of the index, dif-
ferent weights were assigned to the prices of the selected items. Experts at the 
ILO had considered how to determine these relative weights. Two methods 
in particular attracted their attention: first, the ‘Theoretical Budget Method’, 
which determined the proportions of such consumption according to the 
nutritional and physiological needs of a typical family. It was recommended 
and applied in the absence of other reliable sources. This, it will be recalled, 
was the principle applied by the Polish Cost of Living Commission in its early 
days. The other method, known as the ‘Standard Budget Method’, was based 
on the results of budget surveys, a type of survey examining family spending 
and consumption patterns, which had been in existence for a long time. It 
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proved to be a unique source of information for estimating the proportion of 
items in the index, as ILO statisticians recognized:

in a large number of countries the weights used in the compilation of 
the cost of living index numbers are based on budget enquiries into the 
consumption of working class families as a whole, or of those living in 
industrial areas37

The advantage of this method was the possibility of extracting information 
relating to representative families, particularly from an occupational group, 
if, for example, it was a question of indexing miners’ wages or of distinguish-
ing between categories according to income or qualification.

Statisticians pointed out that it was not necessary to conduct large surveys –  
which would then have been unnecessarily costly – to estimate the weights 
of a selection of consumer items. The reality already exceeded the ILO rec-
ommendations, as most budget surveys were conducted at the level of a city 
(e.g., Berlin, Hamburg, Vienna, all of which served as models for this sort of 
work) or a category of workers, and they were already a valuable source for 
calculating cost-of-living indices. It was this method of direct family surveys, 
sanctioned by actual practice, that was endorsed by the ILO’s statistics sec-
tion, although the approach based on biological and physiological needs still 
had its supporters.38

Although the ILO explicitly considered the role only of public admin-
istrations for the production of statistics, its resolutions brought an unex-
pected legitimization to all the private surveys that had been conducted 
until then. It even gave them a new impetus, since, in the mid-1920s, 
most countries continued to rely on pre-war budget surveys to estimate the 
weights needed to calculate the cost-of-living index. In this case, the cal-
culation was made based on data from 1914. The ILO recommended that 
new surveys be conducted to update these weights and that data should be 
gathered from the shared date of 1928 in order to establish 1930 as the new 
baseline for the index.39 To hasten these resolutions, the topic of family 
budget surveys was put on the agenda of the next Conference of Labour 
Statisticians in 1926.40

In Poland, the IGS had not waited for these international recommenda-
tions to envisage, as early as 1922, and before the GUS, a survey of the budg-
ets of workers’ families. For both representatives of workers’ interests and 
supporters of social reform, this type of survey was one of the tools available 
for investigating the condition of workers. For the economists and sociolo-
gists of the IGS, the major survey of the German metalworkers’ union carried 
out in 1907 already occupied an important place in the annals of workers’ 
surveys, as did the 1912 survey carried out by the Vienna Labour Office.41 
The establishment of the Cost of Living Commission in Warsaw in 1920 
provided the IGS with a major incentive to collect data on the consumption 
of workers’ families.
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The budgets of workers’ families in Poland: three 
institutes and one survey

From its inception, the IGS aimed to carry out a survey of the budgets of 
workers’ families and, using the results, to challenge the wage statistics and 
the official cost-of-living index calculated by the GUS since 1920. In order to 
calculate this index according to the guidelines of the new Commission, the 
GUS used the principle of standard nutritional norms for family consump-
tion. However, despite the ILO’s recognition of this so-called theoretical 
method, the IGS considered the process to be far removed from the actual 
consumption of households and argued that it underestimated the real fall 
in incomes.42 This was the reason for the survey on the budgets of workers’ 
families, which it launched in 1922. The aim was both to offer workers a tool 
for their wage demands and to demonstrate the competence of the IGS on 
this statistical question.

Budget surveys in the long history of workers’ surveys in Europe

This statistical project did not emerge from a vacuum. Questions related to 
measuring the cost of living were debated in the international framework of 
the ILO, and surveys on workers’ budgets inherited a long tradition of social 
surveys. These had been undertaken from the middle of the nineteenth cen-
tury onwards, starting in Western Europe in the wake of industrialization, 
and subsequently became more frequent and widespread in other countries. 
Budget surveys were initially conceived as a means of maintaining knowl-
edge and control of workers, but they later became a tool supporting the 
demands made by the workers’ movement and social reformers, for whom it 
provided factual and quantified arguments.43

In the second half of the nineteenth century, surveys of family budgets 
attracted the attention of economists, who were then taking a new interest in 
consumption. This was the case of Ernst Engel at the head of the Statistical 
Office of the Kingdom of Saxony. He found himself in one of the most in-
dustrialized regions of Europe, witnessing the poverty of workers, the earliest 
revolts, and the hopes raised by the Revolutions of 1848. He joined the ranks 
of the reformers and did not see solutions to the ‘social question’ in the work 
of philanthropists and the writings of social observers, but instead believed 
in the potential for solutions drawn from the empirical equations of statistics 
and economics. His work was part of both theoretical and practical ref lec-
tions on the setting of a minimum wage based on an evaluation of ‘The Cost 
of Man’.44 He gave his name to the famous ‘Engel’s Law’ on the structure of 
consumption, which describes how the proportion of expenditure devoted 
to food varies inversely with income, and he created rules on data collection 
and the classification of items and family types. Through his roles at the head 
of the Statistical Office of Saxony, and later that of Prussia, he helped to 
establish family budget surveys as part of the collection of official statistics. 
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The importance of these surveys and their use continued to grow from that 
point on.45

The members of the IGS were familiar with these early surveys and the 
theoretical and methodological debates they had generated, as well as with 
recent surveys, including the English survey conducted by the Board of Trade 
and those of German and Austrian cities. There were favourable conditions 
for the circulation of knowledge of these surveys, owing to the wide dissem-
ination of these works in European reformist and socialist circles and also as 
a result of the movement of Polish political activists between the territories 
of the former kingdom of Poland or of those going into exile. The ILO then 
accelerated this circulation through its intensive programme of publishing 
inventories.

The process of the budget survey seemed relatively simple: it consisted of 
recording the expenditure and income of families over a certain period of 
time. Among the various methods experimented with, that of distributing 
account books to families was recommended and adopted in the majority of 
cases. These regular records, which at first glance seemed to be straightfor-
ward, actually raised many problems, starting with the misunderstandings 
and omissions on the part of workers’ families. These difficulties, despite the 
use of repeated instructions and checks, often led families to abandon their 
participation in the survey. This reduced the number of usable questionnaires 
and compromised the representativeness of the results, thereby increasing the 
cost of the survey. This was the impasse that the IGS reached with the survey 
it launched in 1923 in Warsaw, which collected an insufficient number of 
completed booklets. Owing to the crisis at that time, it lacked the necessary 
funds for extending the scope of the survey and had no choice but to suspend 
it. The survey was finally successfully accomplished in 1926, but in the con-
text of a new collaboration with public bodies.

The Polish survey of workers’ budgets and cooperation between 
private and public institutes

The IGS sought additional funding to carry out the survey of workers’ budg-
ets that it had begun earlier on and secured help from several public bodies. 
Three of these bodies gave rise to new collaborations: the Health Insurance 
Fund, the Statistical Department of the Warsaw City Council, and the GUS. 
The GUS, which found itself caught between its mission for the Cost of 
Living Commission, the instructions of the ILO, and this approach from the 
IGS, was also planning a survey of the budgets of workers’ families. Accord-
ing to the report of the IGS, the decision of the GUS to participate in the 
collaboration was taken under pressure from the trade union organizations 
whose delegations were involved in the Cost of Living Commission.46 The 
GUS was planning a large-scale survey, covering the main urban and indus-
trial centres in Poland – that is, the two main cities, Warsaw and Łódź – as 
well as two coalfields in Silesia. Again, according to the IGS, it appears that 
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this project was undertaken at the insistence of the trade unions, who ‘from 
that moment on, in the Committee on the Cost of Living, started to system-
atically demand that surveys be conducted on household budgets’.47

The survey would collect the data needed to calculate the cost-of-living 
index but would also provide more information on the living conditions of 
workers. The GUS created a commission to coordinate the survey, and from 
1926 onwards, a series of preparatory meetings brought together the three or-
ganising institutes. The collaboration with these new partners brought about 
a change in the IGS’s way of working, as it now had to consult with them 
on the organization and methodology of the survey. The management of the 
survey and its use were overseen by the GUS, which had the most appropriate 
logistics for this process, and also conferred official legitimacy. The IGS was 
recognized for its close relationship with workers’ circles and trade unions, 
and it was therefore given responsibility for implementing the survey in the 
field.

Conducting a survey on domestic budgets on this new national scale was a 
methodological challenge. The process began by constituting of a sample of 
typical families, that is, families that were representative of different occupa-
tions, income categories, and industries. The organizers relied on the trade 
unions to select the families. Once this phase was completed, the distribution 
of the notebooks could begin, involving a network of trained and paid in-
structors, and here again, the mediation of trade unions proved indispensa-
ble. The survey was entrusted to the municipalities of the different areas in 
question. The municipalities of Warsaw and Łódź, both major urban centres, 
carried this out without difficulty, but in the small mining and steelmaking 
towns of Silesia, there was some reluctance to cooperate. It was decided to 
send a delegation from the GUS and the IGS to travel from town to town, 
to present the survey and convince the authorities to provide the necessary 
material and personnel support. These efforts were not always successful, as 
the IGS reports:

The work was not too promising in Upper Silesia. The Central Statisti-
cal Office decided to entrust the survey to the provincial administrative 
unit. Silesia’s Vice-Voivode in turn entrusted the task to the head of the 
Province’s Department of Industry and Work without providing him any 
assistance. The attempts to base the surveys on the cooperation of the 
workers’ representation did not bear any fruit, even though there was a 
representative of metal workers on the committee, who before the War 
had conducted similar surveys on behalf of the Central Association of 
Metalworkers in Stuttgart.48

It is quite remarkable to discover, in this paragraph on the local organization 
of the survey, a reference to the major survey carried out in 1907 by the 
German trade union IG Metall49 and to the contacts maintained between the 
German and Polish organizations.
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The survey itself was supposed to document the expenses of 1250 families 
over 12 months in 1926 and 1927, but, owing to the number of participating 
families dropping out, it was extended in 1928 and 1929 with new families. 
In the end, the number of filled and usable notebooks was low, barely 220 
across the whole of Poland. This low level of participation was observed in 
all countries, as these surveys required regular participation and constant at-
tention on the part of the families. The continued presence of instructors to 
guide and correct the surveys and the commitment of trade unions to con-
vincing the families of the usefulness of the survey for the improvement of 
their condition were therefore indispensable.

The GUS reported to the Interior Ministry and its activity was scrutinized 
by the government, but scientifically, the authority of international organi-
zations such as the ILO took precedence. The two international conferences 
on indices and budget surveys of 1925 and 1926 created volumes of rec-
ommendations, addressing the smallest details, which had become the main 
guides for the profession from which statistical offices drew instructions and 
recognition. For example, in its first article on the budget survey, which was 
devoted to methodological issues alone, the GUS made numerous references 
to ILO recommendations.50 The ILO itself had gradually reduced the scope 
of its inventory of surveys to include only those conducted by public bodies: 
‘the notes are further limited generally to investigations undertaken by a de-
partment of the central Government or a local administrative authority. Thus 
no account is given of…the considerable number of enquiries conducted by 
private individuals or organisations’.51

The autonomy of the IGS with respect to the GUS and the latter’s manage-
ment of the survey was manifested in the IGS’s initiative to carry out an addi-
tional survey in order to deepen its knowledge of workers’ living conditions. 
This survey was conducted among the same families and was based on a new 
questionnaire, which added more qualitative questions in addition to the ear-
lier questions on material resources: questions regarding associative, cultural, 
and religious practices, the use of their time, meals, clothing, and also ques-
tions of a psychological nature and regarding their views on job satisfaction 
and their future projects. Through this qualitative component, the IGS aimed 
to distinguish its approach and to connect it to the monographic and statis-
tical type of surveys. It was inspired by the survey of the Austrian economist 
and statistician Walter Schiff, which was carried out for the Labour Statistics 
Office of the City of Vienna, and whose questionnaire served as a model for 
the IGS.52 The IGS highlighted the innovative and unique nature of its study, 
‘This work is the first detailed monograph on workers’ life conditions, based 
on extensive data’, and contrasted it with previous surveys which ‘concerned 
a small number of families and were based on very limited data’.53

The three institutions involved in conducting the survey – the GUS, the 
Warsaw Statistical Department, and the IGS – disseminated the results in 
separate publications. The IGS published a work in 1929 under the title The 
Working Class’s Living Conditions in Warsaw, Łódź and the Dąbrowa Basin Based 
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on the 1927 Surveys.54 The following year, the GUS published the results 
of the general survey that it had coordinated, with a slightly different ti-
tle: Workers’ Family Budgets. Results of Surveys Conducted in Warsaw, Łódź, the 
Dąbrowa Basin, and Upper Silesia.55 In 1932, the Warsaw Statistical Depart-
ment published another volume with detailed results for the city.56 The GUS 
emphasized the new significance of large-scale surveys, ‘statistical surveys 
carried out by the statistical authorities mainly with public funds’.57

The publications of the three institutions included numerous tables, which 
presented the data according to the standard statistical form of a budget sur-
vey: types of families, units of consumption, detailed list of items, income. 
Faced with this mass of figures that had been collected, checked, and cor-
rected, the statisticians were able to calculate a single index of the standard of 
living, the Engel coefficient, which measures the proportion of expenditure 
on food within the overall budget. The advantage of this index was that it 
was recognized and calculated in all countries, thereby allowing easy com-
parisons to be made and commented on. With this figure, Polish statisticians 
had a tool to objectivize the poverty of Polish workers’ families on a Euro-
pean scale and even beyond. In their publications, the IGS and the Warsaw 
Statistical Service produced tables comparing the distributions of spending 
by Polish families with the results of surveys conducted in other cities or 
countries, in Vienna, Hamburg, Germany, Czechoslovakia, and even Russia. 
They unanimously concluded that ‘Polish working-class families’ low stand-
ard of living, compared to those of European families, [was] evident in the 
high percentage of expenses allocated to food’.58 In fact, the results showed 
that expenditure on food represented about 61% of the workers’ budget in 
Poland compared with 55% in Vienna, 44% in Russia, and 41% in Germany. 
They added that ‘Engel’s Law appears everywhere with perfect regularity’.59 
They even estimated and compared the nutritional value of this food, and the 
differences confirmed the disadvantaged living conditions of Polish workers’ 
families:

The disadvantageous chemical composition and low caloric value of food 
in the surveyed workers’ families in Warsaw is striking in comparison 
with the food of German and Austrian workers. It is not difficult to im-
agine what might have appeared in a comparison with an English, Dutch 
or American worker.60

All these measures were evidence of their extreme poverty. The IGS, adopt-
ing a more militant approach, estimated that workers’ living standards had 
improved in most of these countries, but not in Poland: ‘Poland is first in 
terms of indicators related to food expenses. The working class’ standard of 
living and salaries in Poland are among the lowest in Europe’.61

Unlike the GUS and the municipality of Warsaw, the IGS was free to 
develop a militant discourse on the basis of the survey results. It had acted 
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early on to bring about a budget survey in order to review the way in which 
the price index was calculated. Its later participation in a nationwide survey 
provided it with further opportunities to criticize official indices and statis-
tics. This was the case with respect to wage statistics, and here again the IGS’s 
argument was based on the reality of workers’ working conditions:

Labour statistics are usually based on wage rate data, not on overall in-
come… However, the remuneration of the workers depends not only 
on the wage rate but also on the number of working days or the work 
performed. This is subject to large f luctuations, as shown in our study 
on family budgets… Part-time work or total unemployment are the rule, 
not the exception in the lives of workers.62

The IGS’s criticism was directed at both the GUS and the ILO, which made 
wage comparison one of the axes of their labour statistics. However, the IGS 
argued that ‘the Family Budget statistics provide a much better measure for 
comparing the standard of living of workers in different countries than the 
wage statistics’.63

The three institutions acted in collaboration in organizing the survey, but 
they once again became independent and separate in their use and publica-
tion of the data. However, their positions converged once again with regard 
to the interpretation of the results, and the need to use them to calculate a 
new cost-of-living index that would more accurately ref lect workers’ living 
conditions. Nonetheless, the GUS and the IGS embarked on their own cal-
culation of this index.

Public and private calculations of a new cost-of-living index

The first reason for the survey was related to the activities of the Cost of 
Living Commission and the insistent demand by trade unions, supported by 
the IGS, to the GUS to change the way the index was calculated. As soon as 
the first results were available, statisticians at the GUS produced simulations 
of the cost-of-living index and published the results.64 The approach for this 
simulation was experimental because it was based on a small number of budg-
ets, barely 40, which described the consumption of workers’ families in War-
saw between 1927 and 1929. From the total amount of expenditure recorded 
each month, a group of minimum and maximum budgets was formed respec-
tively. In each of these, the records of daily expenditure and the quantities of 
items purchased made it possible to estimate norms of consumption, taking 
into account the composition of the families. The three monthly data series, 
relating to prices, quantities, and expenditure, were sufficient to estimate 
the weights needed for calculating the new cost-of-living index. The values 
were then reconciled with the Commission’s index in order to identify any 
discrepancies. The article published by the GUS emphasized the limitations 



100 Morgane Labbé

of the results obtained because of the small number of observations and con-
cluded that the rationale for the demonstration was as follows:

Only with sufficiently abundant materials…will we be able to discover 
the threshold at which the basic needs of this group are met. All other 
means, such as using standards set by physiologists or hygienists, can only 
give suppositions that may be more or less close to the truth – they do 
not, however, answer the questions that statisticians deal with.65

With this article, the GUS therefore rejected the Commission’s method with-
out, however, providing concrete solutions.

The IGS, again through the voice of Szturm de Sztrem, proposed an al-
ternative method for calculating the cost-of-living index, which Szturm de 
Sztrem set out the following year in the GUS’s journal Statystyka Cen (Statis-
tics of Prices).66 The GUS and the IGS agreed on the need for a new method 
of calculation based on observed, rather than theoretical, data; Szturm de 
Sztrem therefore proposed an alternative index, while asserting, in this way, 
the technical expertise that he and his institute possessed on this subject.

His approach arose from the same desire to distinguish between work-
ers according to their income, which could vary according to qualifications 
and sectors of activity. However, his method was different in that the IGS 
used a source external to the budget survey, that of the ‘Commission for In-
vestigations in the Conditions and Costs of Production and Exchange’.67 In 
1927–1928, this official and joint commission had coordinated an important 
survey of production, following the model of foreign surveys.68 Within this 
framework, at the request of the trade unions, precise data had also been col-
lected on the working conditions and remuneration of workers in industry 
according to sector of activity, qualifications, and working hours. Szturm de 
Sztrem had been invited, together with another member of the IGS, to take 
part in the survey as an economic expert, and through this involvement he 
had access to the information that was collected.69

From the data on workers’ pay, he determined their distribution among 
four income groups and then identified which families in the budget survey 
these levels corresponded to, and from this, which norms of consumption 
they corresponded to. By linking the two sources, he intended to weigh 
the different structures of consumption observed according to income levels, 
more than 60% of which were found to be at the lowest levels. In this way, he 
made the cost-of-living index more representative of the living conditions of 
workers than the budget survey was.

A graph represented the monthly change in index values between 1927 
and 1931 according to both methods. Szturm de Sztrem pointed out that ‘the 
most important change consists in the increase of the amount spent on food 
at the expense of other kinds of spending’.70 Based on the new method of cal-
culation, this figure rose from 51% to 68.4% over the period, which ref lected 
the large proportion of budgets with low incomes. Similarly, the nutritional 
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value of consumption decreased in the new index, which was a consequence 
of taking into account the lower proportion of well-off workers’ families. 
Finally, he pointed out that the new index was more sensitive to changes in 
market prices due to the high proportion of food items, thereby revealing the 
vulnerability of the poorest families in the face of these price f luctuations. 
Szturm de Sztrem concluded in these objective and factual terms, but it must 
have been evident that the new method was fairer and justified workers’ crit-
icisms of the index that had been used until then.

Conclusion

In Poland, as in other countries, social studies and surveys had their roots in 
the social movements of the nineteenth century. Until 1918, under the impe-
rial regimes governing these Polish territories, there were no state institutions 
supporting such studies and organizing large-scale surveys. In their place, as-
sociations provided the framework for this process of professionalization and 
made a strong connection between that research and their demands relating 
to social and national questions. These surveys were therefore carried out 
with a view to both gaining knowledge and making social demands. In the 
new Polish state, this close and lasting link between surveys and social activ-
ism continued throughout the interwar period. It characterized the work of 
the IGS, one of the most active and productive independent organizations in 
the field of studies and surveys of workers’ living conditions.

This chapter focused on a field of study that was then undergoing major 
expansion, that of social and economic statistics. This field accompanied the 
transformation of economies and the resolution of their crises, but it was 
also a language that objectivized workers’ working conditions in order to 
condemn those conditions. However, the production of numerical data and 
the implementation of statistical surveys – activities normally undertaken by 
the administration of the state – occurred relatively late in Poland, owing to 
its role in the history of European empires. As a result, the GUS, created at 
the same time as the Polish state, had to cooperate and compete with private 
institutions, including the IGS. The chapter focused on the relations between 
these institutions in the context of a social matter which had become a polit-
ical issue for most governments at the head of capitalist economies: the ques-
tion raised in the interwar period by the impact of the inf lationary crises on 
the wages and living standards of workers and the need to create a price index 
capable of automatically determining the size of wage increases.

The interaction between the two institutions – one public and one  private – 
gave impetus to the implementation of statistical studies and surveys and par-
ticularly the large-scale survey of the budgets of workers’ families, which 
was unprecedented in Poland. By examining the organization of the survey 
in this chapter, it has been possible to specify the form of this cooperation. 
In line with the ILO’s recommendations, which conferred international rec-
ognition on the project, the practical implementation of the survey involved 
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the coordination of a complex network that actually included many private 
and public partners ranging from the level of national government to that of 
municipalities and trade unions. The conduct of the survey also highlighted 
the fragility of an asymmetrical relationship of cooperation, due to the insti-
tutions’ unequal access to financial and symbolic resources, which developed 
into a hierarchical division of labour. Although the IGS found itself reduced 
to the task of mediating between the GUS and trade unions, it ultimately 
undertook its own survey, from which it derived indices that competed with 
the official ones. The two indices published in a GUS journal endorsed the 
validity of the IGS’s work. Although it was a private institute, it was a recog-
nized actor in social policy. Subsequently, wage and price statistics became a 
regular feature of the work of the GUS, and the IGS no longer acted in this 
area. At the beginning of the 1930s, the IGS was confronted with the need to 
study another problem arising from economic crises, that of mass unemploy-
ment, and launched a new type of survey.
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