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R e t a i l  T r a d e  S t a t i s t i c s ,  A i d s  t o  B u s i n e s s  O p e r a t i o n s  

a n d  E c o n o m i c  A n a l y s i s

T h e  amounts and kinds of things people buy, of course, 
are important measures of how well the economy accom

plishes its ultimate purpose of providing consumers with 
goods and services. Because the consumption and the produc
tion of goods are interdependent, the changes taking place 
in retail trade both provide a measure of how the goods 
already produced are being consumed and give some indica
tion of what the future demands governing production will 
be. These changes in retail trade also reflect the changes in 
the income of a nation or region. Moreover, in the modern 
credit economy these changes are important factors in bank
ing and finance.

Early in its history the Federal Reserve System found that, 
in order to determine its policies so as to accommodate com
merce, industry, and agriculture through its member banks 
and at the same time to maintain sound credit conditions, 
comprehensive data on general economic conditions were 
necessary. Because at that time the desired statistics on indus
try and trade were not available, a great deal of data was 
collected directly from business concerns. Gradually the Sys
tem withdrew from various fields as other agencies began to 
collect data in their own particular fields.

At the present time the Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta, 
together with the other Federal Reserve banks, confines itself 
to the collection of statistics from department stores and from 
other certain types of retailers whose operations, because they 
are largely on a credit basis, are important to the banking and 
credit fields. Data have been collected from department 
stores since 1919. Retail-furniture stores began reporting 
their operations in 1942. Reports have been received from 
retail jewelry and household-appliance stores since 1945. In 
addition, since 1942 the Federal Reserve banks, largely at the 
request of trade associations and merchants, have been con
ducting an annual retail-credit survey of nine different types 
of retail businesses. All of these surveys are also conducted 
at the other Federal Reserve banks, and the results are com
piled into national reports by the Board of Governors.

The stores report their sales on a voluntary basis. Many of 
them are willing to report their operations because they real
ize the importance of adequate information on economic con
ditions. They continue to report, as do some of the depart
ment stores, month after month and year after year, however, 
probably because the managements of these stores have found 
that the data help them in determining their own policies. The 
changes in the types of reports, in the items reported, and in 
the manner in which the data are released to a great extent 
have been made because of requests from the retailers them
selves.

These retailers know that no matter how efficient their man
agement, astute their buying policies, or well-planned their 
advertising their sales and profits depend largely upon 
changes in economic conditions that are beyond their control. 
They realize, for example, that their stores’ high level of sales 
during 1946 was the result of expanded consumer incomes 
and other factors. The measure of the individual store’s suc
cess is not, therefore, entirely whether or not its sales or its 
profits have increased or decreased; it is how well it took

advantage of the economic changes that made these increased 
sales possible. One measure is whether the rate of change in 
its sales was greater or less than that for other retailers in 
the same field. This system of co-operative reporting provides 
a yardstick by which individual stores may measure the suc
cess of their operations. In addition, the management may find 
not only information that may confirm or deny its judgment 
but also, if the figures are properly interpreted, an indication 
of what may be expected in the future.

Safeguards that have been set up to preserve the confiden
tial relationship between the stores and the bank govern the 
bank’s policy on the release of data both to the stores and to 
the general public. Neither dollar figures nor names of the 
reporting stores are released. Data for individual cities are 
released wherever possible, but when less than three stores 
in any one city report no data are shown for that city. To do 
so might reveal the operations of one of the stores. The inclu
sion or exclusion of any city from the bank’s releases partly 
depends, therefore, upon the willingness of a sufficient num
ber of stores in that city to report their sales.

The 94 department stores now reporting their monthly 
operations sold more than 70 percent of the merchandise 
bought by people at Sixth District department stores in 1939, 
the latest date for which a census of retail trade was made. 
These stores are located in 34 representative cities throughout 
the Sixth District. It is possible to show changes by city in the 
sales of 18 of these cities. These changes for December are 
shown on page 3.

The changes in the total sales of 107 furniture stores 
throughout the District are also reported each month. The 
operations for December are shown on page 7. In addition, 
the changes in the sales of these stores in eight cities are 
shown in a special release. The results of December opera
tions of the District jewelry stores from which statistics are 
collected are also shown on page 7. These figures as well as 
those covering the operations of about 250 household-ap
pliance dealers are also broken down by states and cities for 
the use of the reporting stores and are issued each in a dif
ferent monthly release.

The more rapidly the data can be collected and released, 
the greater is the value of the information to both the busi
nessman and the analyst. Because the collection and tabula
tion of monthly figures from a large number of retailers are 
in themselves time-consuming operations, monthly figures are 
not available until 20 to 30 days after the last day of the 
month they cover. In order to both give and receive a faster 
service, a limited number of department stores report their 
sales each week. Thus it is possible to show weekly changes in 
sales for Atlanta, Augusta, Birmingham, Jacksonville* Miami, 
Nashville, and New Orleans as well as for the District. The 
reporting stores and the press receive the figures approxi
mately a week after the six days to which they relate. Because 
the weekly sales figures collected for the Sixth District are 
also a part of the reporting system for the country as a whole, 
it is possible to compare changes in the District and its cities 
with those in other parts of the country.

Retailers and business analysts want to know not only
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whether the total dollar amount of sales is changing but what 
types of merchandise are being bought in greater or smaller 
quantities. From the operating standpoint, the management 
of the store may wish to learn whether or not the decline or 
increase in sales in a particular department can be explained 
by its own merchandising policy or whether these changes 
were also taking place in other stores. The trends in the sale 
of certain types of goods may give to the business analysts 
some indication of the future demand for that type of mer
chandise, what classes of customers are buying the goods, and 
how well demands for certain types of goods are being satis
fied. Because of their accounting systems, department stores 
can provide much of this information. In the Sixth District 
22 of the larger department stores report their sales each 
month by departments. This information is not published in 
the Review but is issued in a release to the reporting stores 
and other interested organizations. Changes in the sales in 
more than 60 different types of departments are shown in 
this release for the District as a whole and also for Atlanta, 
Birmingham, Nashville, and Florida.

The knowledge of whether people pay cash or make other 
arrangements for payment is not only important to the re
tailer but is also of vital concern to the banking and financial 
world. The retailer, for example, may find that if his cus
tomers buy more for credit than for cash or pay their ac
counts less promptly he will need more working capital and 
may have to borrow. To the banker, on the other hand, this 
situation may point to an increased demand for loans.

To meet the need for this information concerning retail 
credit, stores wherever possible report separately their sales 
for cash, open-account credit, and installment credit. They 
also report the amounts of their collections and their charge 
and installment accounts that are outstanding. Because of the 
importance that credit sales and collections have in the furni
ture and jewelry businesses, these items for the District as a 
whole are shown periodically in the Review. Information on 
credit sales and collections for the department stores is given 
in the regular monthly department-store release.

The demands of these retailers as well as the ability of the 
retailers to supply their customers with goods are measured 
by the amount of retail inventories. A knowledge of invento
ries is important in analyzing past and future production 
trends and in measuring the flow of goods. Properly analyzed 
and interpreted in relation to sales, a knowledge of invento
ries also helps in predicting the future course of the demand 
for consumer goods. Reports on the total amount of invento
ries are received each month by the Federal Reserve Bank 
from 73 department stores and 81 furniture stores in the Sixth 
District. The figures for department stores in the District as 
a whole and in selected District cities are published each 
month in the Review in addition to the District figures for 
furniture stores. Also those department stores reporting sales 
by departments report their stocks by departments, and these 
figures are included in a special monthly release of depart- 
ment-store sales and stocks by departments.

The primary interest of businessmen is often in immediate 
changes. They want to know, for example, how sales for this 
month compare with those for last month or with those made 
in the same month last year. For this purpose percentage- 
change figures are, of course, of the most value. They have 
the additional advantage of being easy to compute and of 
making it possible for the individual store’s management to 
make comparisons readily. To the economist and business

analyst, however, the trend that sales and stocks are taking 
rather than what is happening this month or this week may 
often be of more importance in analyzing economic condi
tions. For these and other purposes percentage-change 
figures often are not a very useful tool. Index numbers pro
vide a better one.

By using index numbers that have been adjusted for sea
sonal variation it is possible not only to compare what has 
been sold during the current month with what was sold in the 
same month last year, but it is also possible to compare sales 
during the current month with sales in any month during the 
period for which the index has been made. The department- 
store-sales indexes prepared by the Federal Reserve banks 
are, therefore, some of the most widely used indexes. In some 
cases they provide one of the few long-range indicators of 
business activity available for a given region or city.

These index numbers for department-store sales are released 
each month for the Sixth District and for 13 cities within the 
District. The indexes of department-store stocks prepared for 
the District and five of its cities are published each month in 
the Review. The Sixth District index is used in compiling the 
Board of Governors’ index for the nation and can be used to 
compare trends in the nation and in the other Federal Re
serve Districts. The technical details involved in the construc
tion of the indexes were discussed in the December 1943 and 
the September 1946 issues of the Review.

In January 1946 this bank, and the other Federal Reserve 
banks, began to gather data for the sixth annual retail-credit 
survey. By means of this survey, retailers in the area will be 
able to see not only the differences in the figures for the cash 
and credit sales in 1945 and 1946 but also the changes in their 
assets and liabilities. In addition to the four lines of retail 
businesses already mentioned for which the bank collects 
monthly statistics, retailers of automobiles, hardware, men’s 
clothing, women's apparel, and automobile tires and accesso
ries are expected to report as they have in the past. Informa
tion will be available to the reporting stores for each of these 
lines of business for the District and for those individual 
cities in which a sufficient number of stores report. The re
sults of the survey will be made available through a special 
release showing the operations of the retailers within the 
Sixth District and through the annual retail-credit survey pre
pared by the staff of the Board of Governors of the Federal 
Reserve System.

Except when comprehensive censuses of businesses are un
dertaken, the latest of which was conducted in 1939, the 
amounts of all retail operations are not known. Between cen
sus periods reliance must be placed upon the changes in the 
operations of a limited number of firms who report through 
some such system as that of the Federal Reserve banks. If the 
sample of firms is varied widely enough, it is a reasonable 
assumption that similar changes take place at the stores not 
included in the current reporting series. Comparisons between 
the changes taking place at the reporting firms and those at 
all firms between census dates indicate that this assumption 
is generally correct. The firms constituting the Federal Re
serve voluntary reporting system are performing a service not 
only to themselves but to the general public by providing it 
with reliable current information on economic conditions*

Charles T. Taylor
(This is the fourth of a series of articles describing the composition 
and uses of some of the Sixth District statistical series.)
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