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A  D e c a d e  o f  C o n s u m e r  S p e n d i n g

The South possesses a rich and expanding market. In recent 
years it has proved a fertile ground for those who have con
sumer goods to sell. This has not only meant profits for those 
selling the goods and incomes for many persons engaged in 
the distribution process, but it has also stimulated the devel
opment of many new industries, thereby adding to the area’s 
wealth and future income producing capacity.

That this market is expanding is a well-known fact. But 
more information is necessary for an adequate appraisal of 
it. If manufacturers and sellers are to realize full benefits 
from the abundant market opportunities, they must familiar
ize themselves with consumer buying habits— in this section 
as well as throughout the rest of the country. A study of the 
present structure of the market, therefore, may provide some 
basis on which to predict its future.

Valid information for this purpose may be found in the 
benchmark data made available in the various comprehen
sive Censuses of Business on Retail Trade taken in 1928, 
1933, 1935, 1939, and 1948 (future ones are expected at 
five-year intervals). The source of all income figures used 
in this study is the state income payments to individuals as 
estimated by the Department of Commerce. Consumer ex
penditures are based primarily on a special District tabula
tion of retail sales recently prepared by the Bureau of the 
Census. Although similar District studies were not made in 
1939, data available on a state basis in both years provide a 
reliable guide to developments in the District.

It was found that striking contrasts exist between the 
spending habits of the southern consumer and those of the 
national consumer. These contrasts are not surprising, how
ever, in view of the differences between the area’s and na
tion’s customs, economic structures, and levels of income.

District income and population growth from 1939  
to 1948 outstrips national gains.

Since consumer purchases are usually paid for either out 
of current or future income, it is helpful at the outset to 
survey the income scene. Tremendous increases were made 
in both District and national incomes from 1939 to 1948. In 
this ten-year span, total individual income payments rose 
238 percent in the District, compared with 187 percent in 
the United States. Despite this large gain, the six state 
per-capita income average still fell considerably short of 
the nation’s. Nevertheless, considerable progress has been 
made in bridging the gap. In 1939, for example, the average 
per-capita income in the six states was 304 dollars, or almost 
56 percent of the national average, whereas in 1948 it 
jumped to 908 dollars, or 66 percent of the national average.

The rapidly changing economic structure in the Sixth Dis
trict, which embraces all of Alabama, Florida, Georgia, the 
southern halves of Louisiana and Mississippi, and the east
ern two-thirds of Tennessee, is clearly reflected in the rela
tive importance of the leading sources of individual incomes
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in 1939 and 1948. Traditionally, this region has been rooted 
to agriculture. World War II, however, hastened industrial 
advancement so that in 1948, income from manufacturing 
outranked that from agriculture. In 1939, farm income 
represented an average of 15.5 percent of total income in 
the District, and manufacturing, 13.6 percent; in 1948, how
ever, farm income slipped to 15.4 percent of the total, and 
manufacturing income rose to 15.7 percent. Moreover, indi
vidual income payments from Government sources during 
this period increased a substantial 82 percent so that by 1948 
these payments represented 16.9 percent of the total income 
in the District states.

Population in the Sixth District, accounting for 9.7 per
cent of the national total in 1950, the latest census year, 
increased 16 percent from the 1940 level, compared with 14 
percent for the nation. Both the District and the national 
population has moved toward the city in the quest for 
greater economic opportunities. In 1940, for example, 35 
percent of the District’s population was urban; this per
centage had grown to 42 by 1950. In the entire nation, in 
both years, the proportion of urban dwellers exceeded the 
comparable ratio in the District.

A corollary of the migration from the farm to the bright 
lights of the metropolis is the 10.5-percent reduction in the 
number of farms in the District during the 1940’s. Part of 
the decrease is a result of a change in concept of the term 
“ farm,”  but a large part of the decline was caused by the
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discontinuance of food production for home use or for sale 
on many farms now used solely for residential purposes; in 
addition, farm units are larger.

The region’s consumers also spent more of their 
total income on retail purchases.

Although a larger proportion of aggregate individual in
comes was spent on retail trade in both 1939 and 1948 in 
the District than was the case for the United States, the dif
ference between the District-national proportions in 1948 
was a little smaller than in the previous census year. This is 
not surprising, since people in low-income areas tend to 
spend most of their incomes for the basic necessities. The

RETAIL SALES AS PERCENT OF INCOME PAYMENTS
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movement conformed with the narrowing of the District- 
national gap in per-capita incomes. In any event, after leav
ing the retail store, the Southerner had less income left to 
“ set aside for a rainy day”  or to spend on services than his 
national counterpart. As the South’s industrial revolution 
proceeds, it is quite likely that the relative proportion of 
total income allocated to purchases of consumer goods in 
the District will more nearly approach the national figure.

Generally, as incomes rise there is a tendency for a 
smaller proportion of the additional income to be spent at 
retail stores. In the District, however, a direct relationship

B a n k  A n n o u n c e m e n t s

On June 9, the Metairie Savings Bank & Trust Com
pany, Metairie, Louisiana, was admitted to member
ship in the Federal Reserve System. The bank’s officers 
are: Albert J. Ortte, President; J. Fred Muller, Vice 
President; W. T. Barker, Assistant Vice President; 
Jules B. Hernandez, Cashier; and John P. Riddell and 
Howard G. Schroeder, Assistant Cashiers. Its capital 
stock amounts to $252,000 and surplus and undivided 
profits to $137,000.

The Brundidge Banking Company, a non-member 
bank located in Brundidge, Alabama, began remitting 
at par on June 16. Harold E. Walker is President of 
this bank and Era P. Johnson is Cashier. Its capital 
stock amounts to $50,000 and surplus and undivided 
profits to $107,000.

is apparent between incomes and retail sales; that is, in 
states where per-capita incomes are low, less is spent on 
retail purchases than in states where incomes are higher. 
Mississippians, with the lowest per-capita income in the 
District, for example, consigned only 66 percent to retailers 
in 1948; Floridians, with the highest per-capita income 
spent 83 percent on consumer goods. Deviations from the 
norm in Florida and, to a lesser extent, in Tennessee, may 
be accounted for partially by the impact of tourist trade.

Several factors may have contributed to this anomaly. 
Low-income District states usually obtained a higher pro
portion of their total incomes from agriculture. Farmers tend 
to save more than other groups with the same incomes; their 
savings may be invested in plant and equipment and farm 
improvement, applied to mortgage reductions, or simply re
tained in liquid form. Again, low-income areas may experi
ence a relatively greater inequality in income distribution.

Moreover, in the low-income areas, which are often pre
dominantly agricultural, some of the commodities consumed 
are produced at home and, consequently, these consumption 
figures do not enter into the Commerce Department’s esti
mates on retail sales. Additional weight can probably be 
attached to this thought since food purchases bulk largest 
in both the District’s and nation’s retail budget.

Consumers in the District tended to divide their 
retail dollar in approxim ately the same w ay as 
consumers throughout the country.

In the District, 23 .1 cents out of each spendable dollar 
went to food stores, a somewhat smaller proportion than 
the national figure. The buying public, however, spent pro
portionately more on new and used motor vehicles and 
accessories in this region than throughout the entire country. 
Thus, despite less-than-average per-capita incomes, South
erners channeled about 13  percent more of their retail dol
lar into automotive purchases than did other Americans. 
The obvious corollary, therefore, is that gasoline service 
stations in the Sixth District received more of each sales 
dollar than was the case nationally. The more scattered 
population over a wide area here may be responsible for 
the apparent greater reliance upon private automobiles as 
a means of transportation.

Although the purchasing public in both southern and na
tional markets paid out approximately the same fraction of 
their retail dollar to the general merchandise category, wide 
differences occurred within the group. District department 
stores, for example, got 18  percent less of the consumer’s 
dollar than did the nation’s department stores. The gulf in 
department store outlays can perhaps be ascribed to the large 
farm and rural population in the District. Smaller cities and 
towns frequently are unable to support department stores; 
instead, they patronize local dry goods, general merchandise, 
and general stores. Again the explanation turns partly on 
definition. Many stores which consider themselves depart
ment stores are not so classified by the Census Bureau, but 
are included in the general merchandise category. Conse
quently, although only 7 percent of the nation’s Cerlsus de
fined department stores are located in the District, 18  per
cent of the general stores and 12  percent of the dry goods 
and general merchandise stores operate here. The last two, 
common in the South’s rural areas, do proportionately more 
business in the District than in the nation.
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The lumber, building, hardware, and apparel groups ac
counted for a larger proportion of total sales in the United 
States than in the District. Only in the apparel and eating 
and drinking categories did the budgetary ranking in the 
District and nation differ. For the entire country, consumers 
spent 8.2 cents of each dollar at eating and drinking estab
lishments and 7.5 cents at apparel stores. In the Southeast, 
however, purchases at apparel stores were relatively more 
important than those at eating and drinking places, the for
mer accounting for 7 .1 percent and the latter for 6.8 percent 
of total sales. An area of many small towns and cities, of

TOTAL DISTRICT AND U. S. SALES, 1948  
PERCENT DISTRIBUTION, BY TYPE OF RETAILER
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course, cannot adequately support a large number of res
taurants, night clubs, and the like. The disparity has been 
reduced, however, because of growing tourist expenditures, 
especially in Florida and Tennessee.

Furniture, furnishings, and appliance stores account for 
a relatively larger proportion of the total District sales than 
such outlets do throughout the nation, which can probably 
be attributed to the large number of small communities in 
the South. Consumers tend to buy more of the major dura
bles at specialty stores in smaller cities and towns than they 
do in larger cities, where department stores also carry full 
lines of those goods.

District' merchants did 7 percent of the nation’s retail
business in 1948.

Contrasts among the several retail groups within the Dis
trict are perhaps brought into sharper focus in the table on 
this page, which depicts the District’s proportion of the 
nation’s sales by type of business in 1948. Thus, an average 
of 7 percent of all retail purchases in the country in 1948

originated in the Sixth District. Although data for the Dis
trict alone are not available for 1939, retail sales in the six 
states, all or part of which are included in the District, ave
raged 7.3 percent of the nation’s total in 1939 and 8.5 per
cent in 1948; a gain of approximately 16  percent. A similar 
expansion likely occurred within the boundaries of the Dis
trict. Almost 15  percent of the merchandise sold at all gen
eral stores in 1948 was sold in the District. Automotive, 
gasoline service stations, drug and proprietary, furniture, 
furnishings, and appliances, and general merchandise groups 
also experienced above average activity.

That the District-national ratio was larger at furniture 
stores than at all retail stores stems in part from the higher 
rate of residential construction in this region. Household 
appliances also felt the impact of this activity, but less in
tensely. Although the low ratio of District radio store pur
chases may reflect a lesser degree of radio addiction in this 
region, the bulk of radio buying is most likely done at other 
outlets, such as department, furniture, or appliance stores.

“ Selling”  consumer durables in the District undoubtedly 
required little sales ability in 1948, as sales in these lines 
generally exceeded the District average for all lines. In post
war 1948, durables for domestic use were rolling off assem
bly lines at rapid rates and were swallowed-up by what 
seemed an unquenchable demand. This, of course, is readily 
comprehensible since during World War II, production was 
channeled toward more tanks and fewer refrigerators.

The rapid rise in District per-capita incomes between 1939 
and 1948 added to the postwar clamor for cars, refrigera
tors, washing machines, floor coverings, and other major 
consumer durables. Part of the District demand for appli
ances emanated in all probability from a shift in the labor 
force from domestic, household employment to manufactur
ing, trade, and other industrial employment.

A larger percentage of retail purchases was made 
on credit in the District than in the nation.

Despite above-average growth in per-capita incomes, con
sumers in the Sixth District charged about 28 percent of 
their 1948 purchases at all retail stores (including those 
selling for cash only), compared with 25 percent for the 
United States. Retail Credit Surveys conducted by this Bank 
for other years reveal a customarily higher proportion of

RATIO OF DISTRICT SALES TO U.S. SALES, 1948
(By Type of Business)

Percent

7.0
General S t o r e s .............................................................. 14.9
Automotive G ro u p ........................................................ 7.9

Motor Vehicles (new and used) Dealers . . . . . .  7.5
Motor Vehicles (used) D e a le rs .............................. . . .  9.2
Automobile Accessories..........................................

Gasoline Service S tatio ns............................................. 7.9
Drug and Proprietary S t o r e s ....................................... 7.8
Furniture, Furnishings, and Appliances...................... 7.7

F u r n i t u r e .................................................................. . . .  9.2
Household A p p liance ................................................ . . .  7.3

General M erchandise.................................................. 7.0
Department Stores...................................................... . . .  5.7
Dry Goods, General Merchandise.............................. . . . 10.9

6.8
Lumber, Building, Hardware....................................... 6.7

Lumber Yards, Building M a te r ia ls ........................ . . .  6.4
H a r d w a r e .................................................................. . . .  9.4
Farm E q u ip m e n t...................................................... . . .  4.9

6.6
Eating and Drinking P la c e s ....................................... 5.8
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credit sales in the Southeast than in the nation, which is 
probably accounted for by the below average per-capita in
comes in the District. District consumers had less ready cash 
available for purchases; on January 3 1, 1948, the approxi
mately 10  percent of the population residing in the District 
held only 6.7 percent of total personal demand deposits (the 
chief component of purchasing power) in the country.

As is shown in the table below, which gives a breakdown 
of sales for those stores making both cash and credit sales, 
District consumers in 1948 paid cash for 53 percent of their 
purchases; they charged 35 percent; and used the instalment 
plan for the remaining 12  percent. Except for lumber and 
building materials, the proportion of cash sales in each line 
of business was smaller in the District than in the United 
States. District retailers doing 60 percent or more of their 
business for cash included eating and drinking places, motor 
vehicle (new and used) dealers, gasoline service stations, 
and drug and proprietary stores. Food stores trailed closely 
with 59.3 percent. Furniture stores and lumber and building 
materials dealers exhibited the lowest cash ratios.

The 35 cents out of each dollar purchase that was charged 
in the District slightly exceeded the United States figure. 
Within individual lines, however, significant differences oc-

PERCENT DISTRIBUTION OF RETAIL SALES, BY TYPE OF SALE, 1948
(At Stores Selling for Both Cash and Credit)

Cash Charge Instalment

District U .S. District U.S. District U. S.

Total S a le s .............................. . 52.7 55.8 35.3 34.5 12.0 9.7

. 59.3 63.7 40.4 36.0 .3 .2

Eating and Drinking Places . . . 80.7 85.1 19.3 14.9 0 0

General Stores.......................... . 50.9 55.9 46.3 40.2 2.8 3.9

General Merchandise................ , 54.4 58.1 31.0 27.5 14.6 14.3
Department Stares . . . . . 53.5 57.4 31.1 27.5 15.4 15.1
Dry Goods, Gen’l Mdse. . . . 56.4 61.1 32.1 30.0 11.6 8.9

Apparel.................................... . 55.0 56.7 38.3 36.9 6.7 6.4

Furniture, Furnishings, and 
Appliances...................... . 30.6 . 35.1 24.6 28.7 44.8 36.2

Furniture . . . . . . . . 25.2 28.4 20.6 26.7 54.2 44.9
Household Appliance . . . . 41.2 43.5 27.3 28.1 31.6 28.4
R a d io ..................................... , 53.1 56.7 34.3 21.7 12.6 21.7

Automotive G roup.................. .  60.0 65.4 25.1 22.5 15.1 12.1
Motor Vehicle (new and used) 

dealers ................................ . 62.6 67.9 24.5 22.0 12.9 10.1
Motor Vehicle (used) dlrs. . . 55.2 56.3 8.0 8.0 36.8 35.7
Automobile Accessories . . . 39.7 44.3 41,9 42.2 18.4 13.5

Gasoline Service Stations. . . . 66.6 70.6 32.6 29.0 .8 .5

Lumber, Building, Hardware . .  37.8 39.2 57.8 56.9 4.4 3.9
Lumber Yards, Bldg. Mat’l . . 25.1 22.7 73.5 76.0 1.4 1.3
Hardware................................. . 51.5 59.4 41.4 32.1 7.1 8.5
Farm Equipm ent.................. 59.3 41.0 35.2 8.3 5.5

Drug and Proprietary Stores. . . 78.6 82.4 21.3 17.5 0 .1

curred. The national charge-account-to-total sales ratio at 
furniture, furnishings, and appliance stores, for example, ex
ceeded the comparable six-state ratio, the only major group
ing in which this occurred. On the other hand, the rate of 
charge account purchases at District hardware stores was al
most one-third again as high as the related United States fig
ure. The variance was even more pronounced at radio stores.

The contrast was much sharper in the case of instalment 
buying; here, the District ratio of instalment-to-total sales 
exceeded that of the United States by about one-fifth. Furni
ture, household appliance, and used car dealers, both in the 
Southeast and nationally, sold substantially more on instal
ment than any of the remaining types of business. Surpris
ingly enough, some food store sales were on instalment.

Charge and instalment receivables grew at a faster 
rate in the District than in the nation.

The relatively greater importance of credit sales in the 
District is attested to by the status of receivables. District 
gains in charge and instalment receivables for all businesses 
combined at the end of 1948, compared with its inception, 
were moderately higher than those in the nation. It is note-

PERCENT CHANGES IN RECEIVABLES
JANUARY - DECEMBER 1948

Charge Instalment

District U. S. District U .S .

. +20.2 +17,0 +36.1 +31.2
+22.9 +32.3 +23.8

Automotive Group.......................................
Motor Vehicle J  new and used) dealers . 
Motor Vehicle (used) dealers . . . . 
Automobile Accessories............................

. +22.4

. + 2 3 .6  
. + 1 0 0 .7  
. + 1 0 .2

+24.4
+  25.3 
+  38.0 
+  18.2

+60.3
+  49.6 
+  87.3 
+  73.0

+61.0
+  54.0 
+  64.5 
+  74.9

General Merchandise...................................
Department S to re s ..................................
D iy Goods, Gen’l Merchandise . . . .

, + 1 6 .1
+ 8.8
+  8.1 

+  15.2

+43.7
+  47.7 
+  32.1

+23.7
+  23.7 
+  21.9

Lumber, Building, and Hardware . . . .
Lumber Yards, Building M at’l . . . .

Farm Equipm ent......................................

. +15.7
, + 1 3 .7  
. + 1 5 .2

+20.3
+  19.6 
+  16.5 
+  32.9

+52.1
+ 5 1 .8  
+  46.4 
+  82.8

+36.4
+  29.4 
+  31.0 
+  54.9

+ 12.5 + 16.1 + 15.4
Eating and Drinking P laces...................... . +21.6 +26.0
Furniture, Furnishings, and Appliances. .

Household Appliance................................

. +20.5
+  12.9 
+  48.2 

, + 1 6 4 .9

+19.8
+  16.5 
+  25.3 
+  42.2

+30.7
+  25.7 
+  74.7 
+  58.2

+32.1
+  26.8 
+  61.1 
+  67.3

Gasoline Service Stations.......................... . +48.7 +36.7 +43.8 +58.7
Drug and Proprietary Stores....................... . +12.8 + 17.3 —31.2 +25.8
General Stores............................................ + 16.5 + 14.2 +36.0

. +70.0
+ 18.4 + 11.3 +30.9 +26.3

worthy that outside of drug and proprietary stores, no line 
of business experienced a decline in receivables in 1948.

District increases topped the comparative United States 
marks in the department store, food, household appliance, 
and apparel categories, but lagged, among others, in the 
automotive, lumber and building, and hardware groups. One 
of the more striking advances in both charge and instalment 
receivables occurred at District household appliance stores; 
similar upsurges were recorded nationally.

In conclusion • • .
The progress made in this decade is unparalleled in the 
economic history of the region. The word “ revolutionary”  
indeed describes most adequately the remarkable advances 
that have been made. It also implies continuing change as 
the dramatic initial effects gradually permeate the entire 
economy. In 1939, the District received 6.3 percent of the 
national aggregate of income payments to individuals; in
1948, its share rose to 7.6 percent. Higher incomes have 
raised the region’s level of living and have hastened the 
development of a potentially great market.

Consumer budgets were adjusted to absorb many com
modities that heretofore had either small or non-existent 
markets. Steps in this direction gradually brought the con
sumption pattern of the District consumer more nearly in 
line with that of his national counterpart. Undoubtedly, as 
the South’s agriculture continues to become more diversified 
and mechanized, and as industry becomes more firmly 
rooted, thereby strengthening the District income position, 
the disparities between spending patterns in the nation and 
in the District will narrow further.

B a s i l  A. W a p e n s k y
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