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Key questions – Why did America boom (get rich) in the 1920s?
How much did America change socially and economically in the 
1920s?

What was the Boom?

- In the 1920’s America was 
clearly the richest country on 
Earth. 
- By 1929 it was producing 
almost twice as much in its 
factories than before WW1 in 
1913.
- Apart from a brief period at the 
start of the 20’s, unemployment 
stayed fairly low throughout the 
decade, dropping to 1.9% in 1926.

- Ownership of consumer goods 
increased dramatically through 
the decade. For example – 
- Car ownership went from 9 
million to 26 million
- Radio ownership from 60,000 to 
10 million
- Telephone ownership doubled, 
and fridge ownership multiplied 
by 169.

- Share prices increased by 300% 

How did government cause 
it?

-They believed in low taxes 
for people so that they had 
more money to spend and 
low taxes for businesses so 
they could invest more in 
their companies.

- Laissez-Faire was 
interfering as little as possible 
in the country – low taxes, 
less rules and regulations for 
business, and also not much 
government spending to help 
the less fortunate.

- Tariffs – the government 
taxed foreign made goods to 
make them more expensive in 
the USA. This encouraged 
Americans to buy American 
made goods.

How did businesses cause it?

Mass Production - Goods mass produced 
on an assembly line meant they were made 
more quickly and cheaply – cars, 
telephones, radios, fridges etc.

Boom in the stock market - Many bought 
shares in companies as an investment, which 
gave companies more to invest. Investors 
made money when the company profited, 
which meant they had more to spend on 
goods.

Hire Purchase / Credit - People who 
couldn’t afford the new mass produced 
goods could still buy now, pay later. 8/10 
radios and 6/10 cars were funded this way. 
Many people also borrowed from banks to 
buy shares.

Advertising – Advertising techniques 
learned in WW1 propaganda were employed 
to encourage consumer purchases, via radio, 
roadside posters etc.

Ford and Motor Industry

-Assembly line started before 
WW1 by Henry Ford to produce 
motor cars.
- Each car would take just 90 
mins to make, one tenth of the 
time it had taken previously. 
Workers focused on building just 
one part of the car.
- Price of each car went down; 
now cost just 3 months’ wages- 
$295.
- Wages for workers went up & 
huge new factories were built 
across America.

- Stimulated other industries e.g. 
rubber, metal, glass- 4 million 
jobs depended on the car industry.
- Also allowed other changes in 
lifestyle – houses in the suburbs, 
driving holidays, motels and 
roadside diners.

Inequality in the 1920s
-Not everyone benefited from 
boom conditions - over half of 
Americans lived below poverty 
line.
Farmers -Prices fell as they 
produced more food than was 
needed. Reduced incomes meant 
many couldn’t pay their mortgages 
& were evicted from their farms. 
Farm labourers lost their jobs & on 
average farm owners lost nearly 
half their income.
African Americans -1 million lost 
their jobs in 1920s. In the Southern 
states, they lived under segregation. 
Many moved to the North but had 
to take lower paid jobs & poor 
housing.
Workers in older industries -Not 
all industries boomed. For example, 
coal declined due to new forms of 
power such as electricity & 
workers in these industries suffered 
wage cuts & job losses. Same was 
true in the cotton & textile 
industries.

Social and cultural changes
Higher pay, new cars, shorter working 
weeks allowed more entertainments.

Cinema -Cinema going a national 
obsession by 1929, 110 million went 
every week & nearly every town had a 
cinema. Early 1920s- silent films then 
‘talkies’ from 1927. New stars such as 
Charlie Chaplin & Buster Keaton.
Dance -Young turned away from old 
fashioned dances like the waltz- new 
dances like the Tango & the 
Charleston were popular.
Jazz -New form of music which 
became a craze. Appealed to young 
people as often played in speakeasies, 
so jazz seemed daring & exciting. 
Young people listened to jazz on the 
new radios.
Women -Key example were flappers. 
Young women who wore short skirts, 
make up, had short hair & displayed 
behaviour the older generation 
disapproved of such as smoking in 
public & dancing the tango.
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1- In no more than 10 words, but as many pictures / symbols as you need, sum up what the Boom was.

2- “No government ever before… has succeeded in uniting so thoroughly with the business world” Wall Street 
Journal, 1925. Use evidence to back up this statement about why there was a boom.

3- Were the economic or social changes of the 1920s more important?
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