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Kurt Singer‘s concept of statistics as a synthesis of 
theoretical and empirical methodology

Understanding business cycles
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 Late 19th and early 20th century: theoretical explanations of business cycles

 After WWI: business cycle statistics

 Universities, research institutes, economic newspapers

 Quantitative turn in economics

 Orientation towards private enterprises

 Methodological diversity

 1926: Wirtschaftsdienst  - Weltwirtschaftliche Nachrichten introduced a 

business cycle monitoring

Early Business Cycle Statistics
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• German economist and economic journalist

• 1919-1931: lecturer at Hamburg University

• 1920-1927: Executive editor of the
Wirtschaftsdienst 

• Stood in the tradition of German historical
economics

• Sociological approach to economics -> understanding

• Historical contingency of economic events

• Synthesis of empirical and theoretical methodology

Kurt Singer (1886-1962)
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Business cycle statistics as a synthesis of 
theoretical and empirical methodology
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empirical
observation

theoretical
categorization

Historical setting

• Historical business cycle theory functions as a filter for statistical analysis

• Indicators are derived for the observation and interpretation of short
run economic data



 Arthur Spiethoff‘s Theorie der wirtschaftlichen Wechsellagen

 In advanced capitalism business cycles appear as fluctuations of real 
investment (overinvestment argument)

 Psychological factors and expectations have a decisive impact on the
course of the economy

 Indictators for the quantative analysis of short run economic data:

1. domestic use of iron

2. Value of shares issued by German stock companies

 Limited potential for economic forecasts; instead: diagnosis and therapy

Business cycle statistics as a synthesis of 
theoretical and empirical methodology

502/10/2019 │ Singer Business Cycle Statistics (J. Lücke) – Young Economists Conference 2019 – Vienna



6

Competing concepts of business cycle statistics

Kurt Singer Wirtschaftsdienst
(Hamburg, 1926)

theory empirics

Ernst Wagemann Institut für 
Konjunkturforschung (Berlin, 1925)

Adolph Lowe Astwik
(Kiel, 1926)

empiricstheoryempirics

Filter for the observation and 
interpretation of numbers

Descriptive statistics Econometrics
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Thank you for your Attention!
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Zur Lage, 5 March 1926
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Wirtschaftsbarometer, 18 June 1926
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