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Change Retailing
Marketing experts tell us it is axiomatic that retail business shifts 
with population movements. Even in the absence of such expert counsel, 
many of you might well be led to the same conclusion from personal 
experience, for you may be among the many people in this country 
who are continually changing location. If you ever lived on a farm or 
in a small town, you found most of your day-to-day needs met on 
nearby Main Street. Upon moving to a large city or its suburbs, you 
found that most of your family’s purchases were made at a convenient 
shopping center. Not far from where you relocated, there usually seemed 
to be a place to buy what you needed.

You might further reason that changes in the composition of popu
lation are likely to have a profound effect on retailing. The young 
married couple setting up housekeeping will spend their income differ
ently from the older couple who just finished paying off the mortgage, 
have seen the last of three children receive his college degree, and 
now are feeling free to indulge themselves a bit. Between these two 
extremes, one can visualize a variety of spending patterns reflecting the 
varying needs of families with children of different ages. Retired per
sons are likely to have still another pattern of expenditure.

Along this line of reasoning, it would follow that changes in popu
lation affect retailing. Figures from the 1960 Census of Population now 
enable us to see some of these changes that occurred in Sixth District 
states in the last decade. These states are Alabama, Florida, Georgia, 
Louisiana, Mississippi, and Tennessee. Figures on retail sales from the 
Census of Business permit us to compare changes in population with 
sales changes between 1948 and 1958, the comparable period for which 
figures are available.

Sales Vary with Population—Somewhat
Grouping county figures by state to determine if retail sales have been 
related to population, we plotted, in the following chart, the change in 
sales in each county between 1948 and 1958 against the change in 
population between 1950 and 1960. The changes are actually shown 
as percentage ratios that the most recent figures bear to the earlier 
figures. Thus, each dot on the chart represents both a particular county’s 
sales change (read from the vertical scale on the left side) and its popu
lation change (read from the horizontal scale). Had there been no re
lationship between the two, the dots would be distributed throughout 
each chart in a random fashion. As it so happens, the dots tend to 
cluster in more or less well defined bands running upward from left to 
right in most of the states. This gives us a general indication that some 
relationship did exist: Large sales gains tended to accompany large 
population gains, while small sales gains accompanied small population 
gains.

The straight lines shown in the chart were computed to indicate
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Population and Retail Sales
Counties in Sixth District States
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Note: Population: 1960 as a percent of 1950. Sales: 1958 as a percent 
of 1948. Plotting of each county’s sales change against its population 
change shows the relationship between the, two in District states. On the 
basis of the average relationships shown by the straight lines derived 
from the formulas, changes in retail sales (Y) may be estimated by 
changes in population (X ).

the average relationship between changes in sales and 
population in the counties of each state. Close inspection 
reveals the formula for each line to be unique, indicating 
simply that the relationship between sales and population 
differs from state to state. In Alabama, for example, one 
county with a one-percent faster growth in population 
than a second county could have expected on the basis of 
the relationship to have a 1.16-percent greater growth in 
sales. In Mississippi, on the other hand, the county with 
the more rapidly growing population could have expected 
a 1.42-percent greater growth in sales.

It is highly significant that the relationships differ from 
state to state, for this indicates that population change 
does not have the same influence on retail sales every
where. If it did, we would find a given population change 
in one state producing the same effect on sales as it did 
in another state.

Moreover, even within states, population change is not 
the sole determinant of change in retail sales. If it were, we 
would always be able to estimate, with the use of our 
formulas, the exact sales change accompanying a given 
change in population.

The real world is far from being this simple, as is 
emphasized by the way in which the dots are scattered in 
varying degrees above and below each of the straight lines. 
Thus, the businessman who tries to estimate sales changes 
from the average relationships shown by the formulas is 
quite likely to be very wide of the mark if the degree of 
scatter is very great; his error is likely to be less if the 
scatter is less. The margin of error indicates the extent 
to which other factors have been at work to bring about 
changes in average retail sales per person. Even these 
factors have different effects from one place to another, 
for, as the scattering of dots shows, a given increase in 
population might be accompanied by a very large rise in 
sales in one county, while in another county it might be 
accompanied by a very small rise or even a decline. This 
explains, of course, why we can only say that sales vary 
“somewhat” with population.

Delving into the many other factors affecting sales 
would take us too far afield. The relationship between 
sales and population changes is sufficiently complex a sub
ject for the moment. As a result of economic growth, we 
have the money to spend; we are only trying now to see 
how population changes affect spending patterns. From 
the relationship noted, we have found support for the ex
perts’ view that retailing shifts with population. These 
shifts will produce changes in the geographic pattern of 
retailing over a period of time.

Sales Shift Toward Cities
We see additional evidence of a relationship between sales 
and population changes by comparing developments in 
metropolitan and nonmetropolitan areas, as is done in the 
bar chart. The great increase in metropolitan population, 
which is so much in the national news these days, is also 
clearly evident in District states. Between 1950 and 1960, 
the 29 areas containing major cities in District states had 
an average population increase of nearly 44 percent, 
whereas the nonmetropolitan areas had an increase of less

Population and Retail Sales
Sixth District States

than 7 percent. In the roughly comparable period from 
1948 to 1958, the metropolitan areas also experienced the 
largest increase in total retail sales, about 92 percent com
pared to about 69 percent for the nonmetropolitan areas.

The faster growth in the metropolitan areas means, of 
course, that a change in the geographic pattern of retail 
sales occurred during the period. Whereas the metropoli
tan areas accounted for 55 percent of total retail sales in
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District states in 1948, they accounted for about 58 per
cent in 1958. Again, the available figures show changes 
consistent with the thesis that the business of retailing 
tends to follow shifts in population.

As one looks at these figures more critically, however, 
it seems rather surprising that the geographic shift of sales 
was not even greater in view of the much more rapid 
population growth in metropolitan areas. But once more, 
we must keep in mind that population changes are only 
one of many influences on total sales. The amount spent 
at retail for each person in the population may also 
change. The comparative changes in population and sales 
shown here indicate that per capita retail sales actually 
increased more in the nonmetropolitan areas in the 1950’s 
than they did in the metropolitan areas. Still, nonmetro
politan areas had 53 percent of the population in 1960 
and only 42 percent of sales in 1958. It is apparent from 
these data that the actual level of retail sales per person 
in nonmetropolitan areas was less than in metropolitan 
areas.

Until additional Census data become available in com
ing months, we can only speculate about reasons for the 
relative increase in per capita retail sales in nonmetro
politan areas. The development, however, is consistent 
with income changes probably resulting from changes in 
occupations and population. The 1950’s saw a continua
tion of the previous massive shift from relatively low-in- 
come farming occupations to higher paying nonfarm occu
pations, a development treated in a series of Monthly 
Review articles during 1960. A closely related develop
ment, of course, has been the population shift from rural 
to metropolitan areas. As low-income individuals move 
from rural areas, the resulting “mix” of income recipients 
may lift average incomes in nonmetropolitan areas at the 
same time economic growth is raising incomes. Although 
those who move to metropolitan areas may be earning 
more than they did formerly, they may be entering the 
relatively low-paid occupations, thus changing the “mix” 
of income recipients in those areas in such a way as to 
retard the growth in per capita income. Insofar as per 
capita retail sales are dependent upon income, therefore, 
this process should reduce differences in per capita income 
and sales between the metropolitan and nonmetropolitan 
areas. Thus, a highly mobile and adaptable population 
undoubtedly results in a more effective utilization of hu
man resources.

Eastside, Westside—Outside the  D o w n t o w n
Judging from the influence of population on retail sales, 
which we have already discussed, we should also expect 
population shifts within metropolitan areas to affect the 
pattern of sales. Reference is made here to the much pub
licized trek to suburbia. Thus, while the population of the 
central cities of the region’s metropolitan areas increased 
28 percent between 1950 and 1960, that of the suburbs 
increased 65 percent.

In view of the more rapid growth of population in the 
outlying areas, it is not surprising that retail sales there 
have increased more rapidly than those in the central busi
ness districts. In 12 District cities, sales in the central 
business districts increased only 5 percent from 1954 to

Total Retail Sales, by Metropolitan Area
Sixth District, 1958 from 1954

Percent Change, 1958 from 1954 
10 - 0 +  10 20 30 40  50

Atlanta

Baton Rouge

Birmingham

Chattanooga

Jacksonville

Knoxville

Miami

Mobile

Montgomery

Nashville

New Orleans

Sovannah

Central Business District

Outside Central Business District
W ////////S///////////////////////7/7777S77A

W S K ^ ////////z /////m

1958, whereas sales in the outlying areas increased about 
34 percent. The central business districts continued, of 
course, to be the largest individual shopping areas, but 
their relative share of total retail sales declined from 27 
percent in 1954 to 22.5 percent in 1958. This trend was 
characteristic of each one of the 12 metropolitan areas, 
for, as the chart shows, sales increases in the central busi
ness districts were far exceeded by gains in outlying areas. 
In two instances, sales actually declined in the central 
business district. Increasingly, sales have been made on 
the “eastside, westside— outside the downtown.”

The shift of population alone would be expected to in
duce different degrees of sales shifts for the various types 
of retail outlets, because nearness to the market is much 
more important in some retailing operations than in others. 
Some marketing experts classify certain consumer goods, 
such as food and drug items, as convenience goods, since 
shoppers usually purchase them with a minimum of effort 
and generally where they are most accessible. For other 
types of goods that are purchased only after numerous 
comparisons of quality, price, and style, convenience is 
less important; for still others, it may be of little impor
tance. Consistent with this, we find from figures shown in

Percent Change in District Metropolitan Area 
Retail Sales, by Type, 1958 from 1954

Type of 
Business

Central Business 
Districts

Outside Central 
Business Districts

Retail trade, total +  5.3 +  33.8
Lbr., bldg. mat’ls, etc. — 14.9 +  16.3
General merchandise stores +  14.0 +  81.3
Food stores — 4.4 +  33.9
Automotive dealers +  1.4 + 2 4 .7
Gasoline service stations +  23.8 +  40.6
Apparel, accessory stores +  0.1 +  2.9
Furn., home furn., equip. +  3.8 +  47.5
Eating and drinking places — 0.8 +  28.7
Drug and proprietary stores +  2.9 +  63.4
Other retail stores +  1.4 +  45.0

Note: Based on twelve areas for which data for central business districts 
are available.

the table that sales at those outlets particularly influenced 
by convenience, that is, food stores, drug stores, and gaso
line service stations, registered much larger increases be
tween 1954 and 1958 in the outlying areas than in cen
tral business districts.

It is significant to note that over the same period, gen
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eral merchandise stores in outlying areas registered the 
sharpest sales increase of any type of retail outlet and 
gained more in relation to their downtown counterparts 
than was the case for most other stores. Thus, general 
merchandise stores in the central business districts, domi
nated by department stores, accounted for 63 percent of 
total metropolitan area sales by such stores in 1958, 
whereas they accounted for 73 percent in 1954.

This decrease was undoubtedly caused by the rapid 
development of shopping centers and branches of large 
department stores outside the downtown areas. In 1958, 
the Directory of Shopping Centers, published by the Eco
nomic Research Bureau, Inc., of Chicago, listed over 220 
shopping centers in operation or under development in 
District states. Two years later, another edition of the 
same directory listed nearly 500. Florida alone had over 
200 in 1960, nearly as many as were listed for the entire 
area in 1958. “Surely,” the marketing expert would prob
ably say, “this is a splendid example of how shifts in re
tailing follow population movements.”

Another Type of Population Change
So far, we have found that changes in total population 
have been one factor explaining sales changes among 
counties in District states, between metropolitan and non
metropolitan areas, and between central business districts 
and outlying areas of major cities. Changes in total popu-

Banks Follow
In the first article in this issue, we pointed out that in areas 
where large population gains were recorded, total retail 
spending, particularly for convenience-type goods such as 
food and drugs, also rose sharply. The relationship be
tween population change and spending for autos and other 
consumer durable goods in an area is less striking. This is 
partly because families who plan to make a sizable ex
penditure may not be as concerned about the distance 
from their residence to the retail outlet as they are about 
the price, quality, and style of the article to be purchased.

Bankers may be mildly interested in the impact of 
demographic changes on consumer spending. They really 
sit up and take notice, however, when population move
ments and consumer credit are mentioned in the same 
breath. This latter relationship will be reviewed in this 
article, therefore, in an attempt to whet bankers’ interest. 
In addition, we shall also document the effort of bankers 
to follow the movement of population to the suburbs in 
their search for new deposit and credit business. Finally, 
we shall assess the extent to which banks in various geo
graphic areas are financing consumers.

Financial and Demographic Factors 
Stimulate Consumer Borrowing from Banks

At the end of last year, individual instalment debt out
standing at Sixth District member banks amounted to $1 
billion, $900 million more than in late 1946. About 45 
percent of this increase represented consumer debt in
curred for the purchase of automobiles. Instalment cash

lation, it has also been emphasized, explain only a part 
of the change in total retail sales; many other factors are 
usually involved.

Another type of population change has been the shift in 
the age distribution of the total population. That this fac
tor has been present is shown by the changes occurring be
tween 1950 and 1960 in the age distribution of popula
tion in District states. During this decade individuals whose 
ages were 5 to 19 years and 45 years and over increased 
in relative importance, while those of other ages de
creased. Market studies tell us, for example, that families 
headed by older people spend proportionately more than 
younger families on food, clothing, and medical and per
sonal care, but proportionately less on home operations, 
recreation, and automotive supplies.

The alert retailer is very much aware of the impor
tance of directing his sales efforts toward particular age 
groups. He knows, of course, that today’s age composi
tion will not be tomorrow’s, hence his market will be 
constantly changing. This merely compounds the changes 
he faces as a result of the shifts in total population. As 
one highly placed retailer stated before an important mar
keting convocation a few years ago, “In a dynamic econ
omy, the average retailer sometimes makes adjustments 
to market conditions without knowing why he makes 
them; and, many times, failing to make an adjustment at 
all, he is out of business. P h ilip  M. W e b s te r

the Consumer
loans and debt incurred for the purchase of other goods 
and services also rose, as may be seen in the chart.

Consumer instalment debt at banks increased because 
financial factors were favorable to an expansion of credit 
spending for durable goods and because such financing 
proved profitable. Consumers began the postwar period 
loaded with liquid assets and relatively free of short-term 
debts. Since then, continued growth in income has per
mitted consumers to replenish stocks of automobiles, 
household appliances, and furniture and to build up their 
stocks of such “new” commodities as television sets and 
air conditioners. As a result of this spending, a larger 
proportion of consumers are now indebted to banks, and 
because of higher prices and changes in product composi
tion they owe a larger average amount than they did 
fifteen years ago.

Shifts in population also have tended to stimulate ex
pansion in consumer borrowing from banks and other 
lenders. In 1958, more than 9 million of the nation’s 
families changed their place of residence. This gypsy-like 
transiency undoubtedly contributed to credit spending, 
since past data indicate that change of residence is a sig
nificant determinant of the amount spent for consumer 
durable goods. A move from city to suburb may make it 
necessary or convenient for a family to purchase a second 
car. Home repair and maintenance expenditures are fre
quently associated with moving to a different apartment 
or existing house. And in new surroundings, old home 
furnishings often seem inadequate or in short supply.
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