
Holiday Sales at District Department Stores
Christmas shoppers apparently spent enough at Sixth Dis
trict department stores to set a new holiday sales record. 
Preliminary figures indicate that total sales for the two- 
month season exceeded the 1957 volume by 6 percent 
and topped the 1956 record by 5 percent. The amount 
of merchandise sold by department stores rose at an 
even greater rate than dollar sales, indicating that con
sumers received more for their money this Christmas 
than they did the previous two years. Prices of house- 
furnishings and apparel, which make up the bulk of de
partment store sales, fell slightly below the 1956 year-end 
level and averaged about one percent less than they did 
at the end of 1957.

Most of the District gain was accounted for by im
proved sales in smaller cities. The continued rapid popu
lation growth of Florida was reflected in above-average 
gains in many areas of that state. Parts of Georgia and 
Alabama that depend heavily on farm income and large 
government payrolls also reported substantial increases in 
department store sales. On the other hand, sales volume 
in some metropolitan areas failed to match previous 
records. In many areas of Louisiana, Christmas spending 
declined for the second straight year.

Department Store Sales in Leading Cities 
Sixth District

November and December Expressed as a Percentage of 
1947-49 Average

Area 1955 1956 1957 1958*

D is t r i c t ..........................  153 169 168 178
Atlanta...............................  157 159 162 170
Birmingham..................... 130 138 130 137
Jacksonville.....................133 139 138 144
Knoxville..........................  159 166 156 167
M iam i...............................  173 230 245 249
New Orleans..................... 132 150 144 147
i Preliminary

A successful holiday shopping season is always im
portant to District department store merchants. In a typi
cal year, November sales rise 16 percent above average 
monthly sales, while the December volume jumps 73 
percent above the average. Altogether, sales for the two 
months account for about one-fourth of annual sales. 
Thus, the success or failure of year-end sales can often 
spell the difference between profit and loss for the year.

A successful season was particularly welcome in 1958. 
Department store sales in the early months of the year 
fell substantially below year-earlier volumes as cold 
weather combined with the recession to put a damper on 
consumer spending. As recently as September, year-to- 
date sales were one percent below the comparable period 
in 1957, despite better-than-seasonal gains during the 
summer months. It took a record volume during the last 
two months to bring annual sales above those for the 
previous year and to make 1958 the peak year for depart
ment stores.

District income figures hint that consumers had enough 
money to make 1958 an even more successful year for 
department stores than it was. Personal incomes in each 
of the first three quarters of the year, for which data are 
available, exceeded those in the same periods last year, 
with an average gain of 3 percent for the first nine months.

A look at the different sources of income, however, 
reveals considerable variation. Factory payrolls dropped 
sharply soon after the first of the year to the lowest 
point in two years, although they have since risen again 
to the late 1957 level. Transfer payments, which include 
unemployment compensation and social security pay
ments, jumped about 20 percent. District farmers enjoyed 
a successful year, with indications that farm income may 
have exceeded the 1956 record.

The decline in manufacturing payrolls provides us 
with a clue to the poor showing of department store 
sales in the early months of 1958. Many District workers 
feared that their earnings would be reduced and were 
naturally hesitant to spend money on postponable goods. 
A survey conducted at the end of 1957 by the University 
of Michigan Survey Research Center revealed that more 
Americans expected business conditions to be worse in 
the year to come than at any time in recent years. There 
was a corresponding rise in the number who felt that 
their own financial positions would be shakier. As a 
result, there was a substantial drop in plans to purchase 
such goods as furniture, appliances, and automobiles.

That District residents decided to postpone some 
spending in anticipation of hard times is dramatically 
illustrated by the rise in savings at major financial institu
tions. Between December 1957 and September 1958 
time deposits at member banks rose 20 percent. Thus, 
almost half a billion dollars in potential retail sales 
were set aside for future use. Savings in the form of 
life insurance sales and savings and loan shares grew at 
somewhat slower rates, but still accounted for large sums 
of money that might have been spent on consumer goods.

Rising prices of food and services also acted to hold 
down expenditures for department store items. Food 
prices rose 4 percent between October 1957 and July 
1958, and costs of medical care rose 5 percent. Greater 
outlays for those necessities left less money for spending 
on furniture and clothing.

Just as the decline in manufacturing payrolls early 
in 1958 contributed to a cautious attitude on the part 
of consumers, the rise in factory pay in the last few 
months was accompanied by increased optimism. A 
recent survey indicated that a majority of those ques
tioned believe that business is on the upswing and that 
they will share in the new prosperity. Reflecting this 
changed attitude, time deposits at member banks de
clined in November for the first time in 1958. The 
consumer expressed his new-found confidence by spend
ing more at District department stores this Christmas
season. _ , ,  . ,Robert M. Young
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