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Consumers managed to attract a great deal of attention in
1953. Newspaper headlines in the District continually 
noted the gains in their spending during the year and par
ticularly at the Christmas season. Typical of the record 
sales were those of department stores that increased 2 per
cent during the year. At the same time that they were 
spending more money, District residents managed to keep 
adding to their long-term savings. As 1953 ended, they 
held larger amounts of savings than ever before.

Although these new heights in spending and saving were 
reached during the year, declines developed in some types 
of spending that caused considerable anxiety in the last 
half. Seasonally adjusted sales at department stores reached 
their peak in May as did sales of many other retailers, and 
August, September, October and December were actually 
below 1952 levels. As a result of these drops in spending, 
the consumer became the center of economic attention, and 
his behavior was watched carefully. How much he spent 
was a critical matter in the second half of 1953.

Comparisons of spending and saving within the District 
were of considerable interest because individual states set

PERCENTAGE INCREASES IN CONSUMER SAVIN GS  
1953 from 1952, First 11 Months

quite different records during the year. Everyone naturally 
wanted to know what had happened in his own locality. 
Regional studies of spending and saving further provided 
insight into the totals for the District.

As 1953 opened, consumers were purchasing much 
more than they had been in the early months of 1952. In 
the first four months sales at District department stores 
were 5 percent larger than a year earlier—a somewhat 
larger increase than was shown for the nation as a whole. 
The chief gains were in purchases of durable goods such 
as furniture, refrigerators, television sets, and other appli
ances that were readily available and on favorable instal
ment credit terms.

A big jump in department store sales during May 
boosted the seasonally adjusted sales index to its highest 
point in history. In spite of this gain, however, the rates 
of increase in May and June over 1952 were not as large 
as those earlier in the year especially in sales of durable 
goods. New automobile sales also reached a peak in May.

By June, new car sales in the District were actually a 
whopping 35 percent over the first half of 1952.

From January to June, estimated long-term savings 
increased almost 5 percent in the District and gave no 
signs of slackening. Life insurance equities, demand de
posits, and savings and loan shares all maintained high 
rates of growth. Together they more than offset declines 
in the amount of savings bonds held by people in the 
District.

After reaching their peak in May, sales at District de
partment stores began a month-to-month decline that con
tinued through most of the third quarter. As durable goods 
sales continued to slip sharply, total sales were definitely 
below year-earlier marks in every month except July and 
November. Many department stores complained that they 
were losing their appliance and television sales to the dis
count houses who offered price cuts on these items. Sales 
of clothing and other nondurables held up somewhat better 
than durables although they too fell below 1952 levels in 
some months of the third quarter.

Consumer purchases, measured by seasonally adjusted 
sales at department stores, began to recover in October, 
and an additional rise in November brought sales slightly 
above the November 1952 level. December sales had every
one guessing. Preliminary reports indicated that in the first 
two weeks they were not up to the 1952 levels. Beginning 
with the third week, however, sales forged ahead and by 
Christmas Eve it was evident that they had passed Christ
mas 1952 sales. Total December sales at department stores 
in the District were, however, slightly smaller than the 
December 1952 figure.

Registrations of new cars had declined from the May 
peak but remained high in the fourth quarter largely 
because dealers had a much greater volume of clean-up 
sales this year. Dealers frequently found sales painful since 
it was difficult to close out inventories of 1953 models at 
profitable prices. Used car prices, which had been declin
ing steadily all year, continued to add considerably to 
dealers’ problems.

In the fourth quarter, savings failed to show as much 
growth as they had earlier in the year. To some extent the 
decline in growth was seasonal, but in the closing months 
increases over 1952 in time deposits and purchases of ordi-
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nary life insurance policies fell off from the gains experi
enced earlier in the year.

S o m e  S t a t e s  M a k e  M o r e  G a in s  
T h a n  O th e r s

For the most part the trend in spending during the year 
was similar in all Sixth District states. When the year 
opened, every state showed increases in spending over the 
first quarter of 1952. As the year progressed, department 
store sales in each state continued to increase from a year 
earlier but at a continuing lesser rate.

Residents of Tennessee, Louisiana and Florida upped 
their department store purchases the most and remained 
the leading gainers throughout the year. These states were 
also the leaders in the new car registrations race during 
the year.

Alabama consumers started the year with large increases 
in their purchases. After the first quarter, however, they 
rapidly lost the lead in both department store sales and 
new car registrations. By the end of the year sales in Ala
bama showed less increase over 1952 than those for the 
entire Sixth District. On the lower extreme, spending of 
consumers in Mississippi and Georgia showed less in
crease during most of the year than in other District states. 
Mississippi department stores ended the year with sales 
smaller than those in 1952, while Georgia stores barely 
equaled their 1952 total.
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The states making the largest gains in spending during 
the year had the largest increases in savings as well. The 
rank of the leading gainers was somewhat different, but 
Alabama, Florida, Tennessee, and Louisiana showed the 
largest increases while Georgia and Mississippi remained 
behind the District rates of gain.

I n c o m e  C h a n g e s  S u p p l ie d  B o o s t
Chiefly responsible for spending and saving records at
tained in 1953 was the high level of income. By the end 
of the first half, income payments had increased at an 
annual rate of more than 6 percent over the first half of
1952. A drop in agricultural income was more than offset 
by large increases in payments from manufacturing and 
other sources.

In August and September seasonally adjusted manu
facturing payrolls for the District decreased sharply from 
their July peak. Nevertheless, total estimated income for 
the District in the third quarter continued to grow steadily. 
Near the end of the year manufacturing payrolls leveled 
off again but remained somewhat higher than they were in 
the previous year.

Different rates of income expansion were important in 
explaining differences in spending and saving by residents 
of individual states. Although income from agriculture in 
Georgia and Mississippi increased moderately in contrast 
to the District decline, the growth in income from manu
facturing in those two states was not as great as that for 
the District. Manufacturing payrolls in Georgia reached 
their highest level in February and remained lower there
after. Factory payrolls in Mississippi declined sharply after 
April. As a consequence of these and other changes, in
come in Georgia and Mississippi expanded less than it did 
throughout the District.

The states which showed the largest gains in spending 
and saving, on the other hand, showed the steadiest in
creases in manufacturing payrolls through most of the 
year. In addition, probable gains in service and trade 
income were particularly important in Florida, while sig
nificant rises in Government payrolls during the first half 
also helped to raise purchasing power in Florida and 
Louisiana.
S a le s  a n d  S a v in g s  S til l  H ig h  a t  Y e a r ’s  E nd

Although the outlook became cloudy in the third quarter 
when large declines in sales occurred, the last three months 
of the year provided a somewhat shaky recovery. Depart
ment store sales were still quite high at the end of the year 
and the seasonally adjusted sales index was slightly higher 
than it had been in January.

When the year closed, the income and liquid reserves 
of District residents were also at high levels. The declines 
that had occurred in agricultural income and manufactur
ing payrolls during the year appeared to be leveling off. 
Nevertheless, the outlook for consumer sales and savings 
seemed less favorable at the end of the year than it was 
at the beginning although there was nothing in the record 
to cause great alarm.

J o h n  S .  C u r t i s s
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