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Background information 
 
The first hundred days of a presidency are considered particularly important for a new 
president, due to a surge in public support after the election and a bolstered democratic 
mandate, and this was particularly true for Roosevelt. Roosevelt asked Congress for extra 
powers, and – partly as a result of his landslide election which brought more (and younger) 
Democratic congressmen into power than ever before – Congress granted Roosevelt the same 
emergency powers a President has when the US is at war. Roosevelt used this to immediately 
pass the New Deal legislation – his answer to the Great Depression. 
 
Roosevelt’s approach to the New Deal was to try everything and anything. He hired experts in all 
fields into the government, calling this his ‘brain trust’, and launched a number of government 
agencies – called the ‘alphabet agencies’ because they were known by their acronyms (FCA, 
NRA, TVA, etc.). Whilst not all of these had huge effects, people were relieved to finally be 
seeing some action being taken. Three of the first actions were: 
 

1. The Emergency Banking Act: People no longer trusted the banks, and weren’t using them. 
To address this, Roosevelt closed all of the banks for four days (a ‘bank holiday’) to 
inspect them. Only banks that had enough money were allowed to re-open, so that 
people knew who they could trust. The government also invested money to support those 
banks that reopened. 
 

2. The Economy Act: The government desperately needed more money, and employed 
millions of people in America. Roosevelt immediately cut the pay of all government 
employees and members of the military by 15%. This caused some unhappiness; however, 
government employees had been fairly well paid before, and this money (it saved around 
$1 billion) was used to help the homeless and unemployed. 
 

3. The ‘Beer Act’: Roosevelt ended Prohibition. People were angry that the mafia controlled 
the market in illegal alcohol. Almost no one supported Prohibition any more, and the 
government needed the money that alcohol brought into the country. 

 
 
The long term 
  
There is an argument that the New Deal did little to address the fundamental problems of the 
American economy (beyond banking). In 1936 Roosevelt began to scale back the New Deal 
programmes, and in 1938 almost totally removed the NRA. As a result, unemployment jumped 
back up again by three million, and reached another peak of 10.5 million. Despite Roosevelt’s 
work in reducing strikes, in his second term there was another peak in industrial worker strikes – 
which greatly affected productivity – and working conditions refused to improve. By 1939, there 
was little Roosevelt could do, and indeed little he had planned. If it had not been for America’s 
sudden involvement in the Second World War, it is quite possible that America would have slid 
into another depression. 
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Tasks 
 
1. Read the background information. Highlight or annotate the key terms and dates in this 

information. 
 
 
2. Define the following key-terms: 
 

 Great Depression 
 

 Roosevelt 
 

 Alphabet Agencies 
 

 Brain Trust 
 

 NRA 
 

 CWA and CCC  

 
3. Explain why you think Roosevelt introduced the following three Acts in his first hundred days. 

What was their purpose? 
 

 the Emergency Banking Act 
 

 the Economy Act 
 

 the ‘Beer Act’ 
 
 

Challenge: How successful do you think each was going to be? Why? 
 
 
4. Categorise the statements on p.3 using the Venn diagram on p.4 and the following 

categories: 
 

 social impact 
 

 the wider economy  
 

 living standards. 
 
 
5. Evaluate the success of each effect of the New Deal. 

 
 

Challenge: were any particular groups helped more or less than others by the New Deal? 
 
 
6. ‘The New Deal was wasteful, racist, and largely unsuccessful.’ To what extent do you agree? 
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The New Deal gave people 
hope again. It restored 
trust in the banks, trust in 
the government and 
reignited the belief that 
people could make a 
difference in their own 
lives again through hard 
work (albeit with the 
helping hand of the 
government this time). 

The start of the New Deal 
was incredibly disruptive. 
The number of days lost to 
strike action doubled from 
1932 to 1934 and 
unemployment increased 
from 15% to 25% between 
1931 and 1933. 

One of the groups most 
helped by the New Deal 
was farmers. They were 
able to keep their jobs and 
their farms, growing food 
for the government when 
markets would not buy 
their extra food. However, 
Roosevelt did nothing to 
solve the Dust Bowl. 

One of Roosevelt’s 
‘Alphabet Agencies’, the 
CCC (Civilian Conservation 
Corps) employed over 2.5 
million 18-25 year olds. 
They paid them to plant 
trees, dig canals, and 
improve flood defences; 
they even started a 
mosquito control project 
which ended up eradicating 
malaria in the United 
States.  

The New Deal was fairly 
invasive. It gave individuals 
very little choice about 
how to spend their money, 
or help their family recover 
from the Great Depression. 
It was largely seen as 
‘follow the New Deal or 
forget government help’. 
Some argued that this 
made people reliant on the 
government and not work 
hard enough alone. 

The New Deal 
revolutionised government 
involvement in banking, 
and between 1933 and 1934 
the rate of bank failure 
went from around 4,000 in 
the year to under 100. This 
enabled investment to 
restart and categorically 
saved the financial 
industry. 

The New Deal created the 
most jobs out of any 
government initiative in the 
history of the US. 
Unemployment dropped to 
under 5% by 1943. Jobs also 
meant that people could 
buy things, helping the 
wider economy as well as 
peoples’ personal lives. 

The New Deal made 
America significantly more 
productive. Fewer days 
were lost to strikes and the 
GNP rose every year 
(except one – 1938 – where 
it dipped slightly). This only 
lasted as long as the 
government was subsidising 
the NRA which it couldn’t 
do forever. 

Many argue that the Second 
World War really saved the 
US economy and that the 
New Deal just kept it 
surviving until a new war 
created demand in 
factories and millions more 
jobs (unemployment fell by 
over 10% the year America 
joined the war). 
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In 1935, Roosevelt 
introduced the Social 
Security Act, which many 
called the ‘Second New 
Deal’. This was the most 
effective strategy for 
dealing with poverty and 
set up government 
provided pensions, 
essential healthcare and 
support for the ill, elderly 
and disabled. This brought 
the worst affected in 
society out of the Great 
Depression. 

The National Recovery 
Administration (NRA) tried 
to improve working 
conditions, allowing 
workers to join trade 
unions and publishing 
working ‘codes’. This was 
met with mixed success, as 
it improved worker 
productivity and happiness, 
but also paid women less 
than men and sometimes 
pushed workers to accept 
illegal contracts. 

The New Deal almost 
totally ignored African 
Americans. It did not target 
the industries where they 
predominantly worked, nor 
the areas they mainly lived. 
The Alphabet Agencies 
were themselves highly 
discriminatory, segregated, 
and unwelcoming to black 
people, especially women. 
The CCC built a town 
(Norris), but black people 
were not allowed to live 
there! 

The Civil Works 
Administration (CWA) was 
similar to the CCC. It 
employed 4 million people 
(nearly all white men) to 
build roads, schools, and 
even 150,000 public toilets. 
As a result, these people 
had jobs and income, which 
also helped to stimulate 
the rest of the economy. 

The Federal Emergency 
Relief Agency (FERA) 
provided $500 million for 
addressing homelessness 
ran soup kitchens, 
emergency hospitals and 
nurseries and helped clear 
the Hoovervilles. This was 
much better implemented 
than Hoover’s similar plan. 

The Agricultural 
Adjustment Agency (AAA) 
paid farmers to sell food to 
the government and even 
destroy extra. This put 
prices back up, but also 
wasted food at a time when 
millions were going hungry. 
It did help farmers, but 
faced huge criticism for 
waste and cost. 
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Challenge:  
 

Were any particular groups 

helped more or less than others 

by the New Deal? 


