
Department Store Sales and Stocks Indexes
SIXTH DISTRICT

Because department stores are so important in the field of 
retail trade, their sales trends are used widely as an indi
cator of business conditions. Since 1919, the Federal 
Reserve Banks have compiled information on these trends 
from reports submitted to them regularly by department 
stores all over the country.

In the Sixth Federal Reserve District, 135 out of the 
206 stores designated as department stores by the United 
States Bureau of the Census send figures to the Federal 
Reserve Bank of Atlanta each month. The reporting firms 
include most of the larger establishments; in 1954, report
ers did 88 percent of the total volume of department store 
business in the Southeast. Because some stores do not 
report, however, the figures we publish are only estimates 
of total sales and may overstate or understate actual sales, 
depending upon the sales trends of nonreporters.

Fortunately, it is possible to test the accuracy of the 
Federal Reserve’s estimates periodically. We did this re
cently by using as a yardstick the complete countings of 
department store sales conducted by the Bureau of the 
Census in 1948 and 1954. By comparing the change in 
sales between 1948 and 1954 as shown by Census reports 
with the estimates developed by this Bank, we found our 
figures understated the actual growth in department store 
sales in the District between 1948 and 1954 by 5 percent. 
To correct our figures, we adjusted them to the Census 
yardstick.

The adjustments took the form of revisions of existing 
sales indexes, since these technical statistical devices are 
the most commonly used measure of changes in sales at 
department stores. An index, simply stated, relates 
changes in current sales to sales during a fixed base 
period—in our case, average daily sales during the three 
years, 1947, 1948, and 1949. By using indexes, we can 
take account of such elements as new stores, nonreporting 
stores, differences in the number of shopping days in 
various calendar months, and even variations in sales ac
cording to the season of the year. Direct comparisons of 
sales in any two periods are possible. Comparisons with 
cities in other parts of the country and with the nation can

be made by using similar indexes computed by the other 
eleven Reserve Banks and by the Board of Governors.

Numerically, the revision means this: For November, 
we will show a seasonally adjusted sales index of 166 
for the Sixth District instead of the index of 153 which 
would have appeared if the old series were still in use. 
Revised indexes have been prepared for each month be
tween 1948 and the present covering the Sixth District, the 
city of Tampa, and the following metropolitan areas: 
Atlanta, Baton Rouge, Birmingham, Chattanooga, Jack
son, Jacksonville, Knoxville, Macon, Miami, Nashville, 
New Orleans, and St. Petersburg-Tampa. Seasonal factors 
were also reviewed and revised where necessary. Anyone 
desiring to obtain the revised indexes may do so by writing 
to the Research Department of this Bank. An explanation 
of the statistical techniques used in making the necessary 
revisions appears in the December issue of the Federal 
Reserve Bulletin, published by the Board of Governors o 
the Federal Reserve System.

Our comments, thus far, have related to the index of 
department store sales. The index of department store 
stocks for the Sixth District has also been adjusted on the 
basis of information received from the Bureau of the 
Census. The stocks indexes, however, presented somewha 
of a special problem. Data on the retail value of stocks 
were not available in the Census report, so a special tech
nique utilizing stocks-sales ratios of reporting stores was 
developed to estimate the value of end-of-month stocks ̂  
the Census years, 1948 and 1954. Our monthly estimat 
figures were then adjusted to these benchmarks. The 
cess assumes that the movement of inventories at all stores 
is the same as that at the sample of reporting stores.

Because our department store indexes are tied to 
sus figures and, indeed, are interim estimates of them* it 
important that any new store that can be defined as 
department store be added to our sample as soon as 
store is opened. Figures for new branch outlets of exist1̂  
department stores should also be included in our repo 
if accurate results are to be secured.
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