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Retail Trade in 1950
Review And Outlook

Consumer spending in Eighth District retail stores 
so far in 1950 has run higher than in the opening 
months of 1949. A good many retailers expect that 
sales through June will continue to total larger 
than last year. And their optimism does not end 
with midnight of June 30 for they expect the usual 
seasonal lift will push second-half volume higher 
than that of the first six months and the like period 
of 1949. If anticipations become realities, district 
retailers thus will ring up more dollars in 1950 than 
in 1949.

These are some of the collective opinions ex
pressed early in April by a representative group 
of retailers in six lines of trade in this district. It 
should be emphasized that not all dealers had a 
good first quarter, nor do all retailers share the 
optimistic outlook with respect to the future. But 
the general sentiment seems to be on the bright 
side.

The major factor in higher sales this year—both 
in the nation and in the district—has been the aver
age man’s desire for a new car. Running a close 
second in importance is his desire for a television 
set, a new stove, icebox, dishwasher or other ap
pliance, some new furniture, and materials for 
building new houses in which to enjoy this equip
ment. Hard goods in general are sparking the 
retail boom— soft lines are registering some declines.

This tendency, of course, is not new in 1950. 
Throughout the postwar years consumers have been 
plunking down an increasing amount of dollars for 
hard goods—particularly for automobiles. So-called 
deferred demand naturally was concentrated in 
these lines and high incomes brought increased 
current demand for them.

TH E 1949 SALES RECORD

Last year for the first time since 1938 total retail 
sales failed to gain over the previous year’s volume. 
Nationally, sales totaled $128 billion—off $2 billion 
from the 1948 peak. In this district, the drop was 
smaller percentagewise but there was a decline. In 
both district and nation the smaller dollar volume 
reflected lower average prices—perhaps lower prices 
were almost the sole factor in the decline for unit 
volume seems to have been about as large as in 1948.

The retail sales dip began late in 1948 and ran 
well into 1949. By midyear few retailers except 
automobile and television dealers could boast larger 
sales than in 1948. Total retail sales in the first 
half of 1949 were down 1 or 2 per cent from a year 
earlier.

In the last half of 1949, sales totals looked better. 
Partly they reflected a real increase in volume; 
partly they just looked better because they were 
being compared with the unfavorable part of 1948. 
Automobiles and television continued to lead the 
sales parade, but housefurnishings finished strong 
also and some major appliances showed signs of 
recovering from the quiet of early 1949. Soft goods 
sales continued to fall behind 1948 totals.

One important factor that influenced the sales 
trend in automobiles and other consumers’ durable 
goods late in 1949, and helped maintain total retail 
sales, was the elimination of consumer credit regu
lations in midyear. Many consumers who pre
viously had been reluctant or unable to buy while 
these controls were in effect came into the market 
for hard goods. In many cases, their interest in 
buying was whetted by exceedingly attractive 
credit terms offered by dealers who were facing 
increasing competition. As a result, credit sales
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expanded considerably. While this expansion also 
extended to soft goods lines, most of the impetus 
was concentrated in durables and to that extent 
encouraged a shift in spending from soft to hard 
goods.

District Experience—As mentioned, district re
tailers generally did a little better, relative to 1948, 
than their counterparts elsewhere in the nation. 
Women’s specialty stores and jewelry stores were 
among the few lines that reported larger-than-na- 
tional-average declines. Most other lines that ex
perienced sales dips—for example, furniture and 
hardw are stores—had less-than-national-average 
drops. And where demand was heavy—autos, tele
vision and appliances— district sales gains were 
larger than those elsewhere.

According to a good many of the retailers sur
veyed, last-half 1949 volume was as good as or 
better than they had expected. Most furniture and 
appliance dealers turned in sales records consider
ably larger than had been anticipated at mid-1949. 
Not all, of course, were so pleasantly surprised 
when they added up their second-half sales slips— 
one-fourth of the furniture stores and one-third of 
the appliance dealers had expected larger sales than 
materialized.

Consumers spent about as many dollars in men's 
clothing stores as these retailers anticipated. In 
the women’s apparel stores, however, midyear 
optimism apparently ran too high. Here sales were 
from 5 per cent to 25 per cent smaller than dealers 
thought they would be. Most district department 
store executives reported their business was as good 
as or better than they expected in the last half of 
1949. But one-third of those surveyed said sales 
were smaller than they planned.

SO FAR IN  1950

Sales of furniture, automobiles, household ap
pliances and most durable goods except jewelry are 
running ahead of last year here and in most other 
parts of the country. At the same time, sales of 
apparel, shoes and other nondurable goods are drop
ping below those early in 1949.

In this district, retailers generally have continued 
to do relatively better than those in the nation as a 
whole. Sales in the furniture, household appliance 
and radio stores have been up more than nationally. 
Automobile sales, too, have shown relatively better 
gains. Department stores in the district report sales 
that are off 2 per cent as compared with a national 
decline of 3 per cent. But on the other hand, district 
apparel and jewelry store sales have declined more 
than the national average.
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The 1950 sales record so far also has surprised 
many district retailers—some pleasantly, some dis
appointingly. Most appliance dealers reported first- 
quarter totals were larger than anticipated—in some 
cases as much as twice as large. A  number of furni
ture store operators also were too pessimistic about 
the first three months of 1950—but one-third of 
those surveyed were shocked by sales running from 
5 to 30 per cent below anticipations.

At department stores, where sales were off 2 
per cent in the quarter, executives indicated that 
the decline was not fully anticipated. In some cases, 
sales were off as much as one-seventh from expected 
levels. Men's clothing stores also estimated sales 
would be from 5 to 15 per cent larger than they have 
been so far—and at women’s apparel stores actual 
volume was reported to be from 5 to 25 per cent 
smaller than was anticipated.

Easter Sales—Not Good — Consumers usually 
spend a lot of money for new hats, suits, coats and 
other apparel in the last week or two before Easter. 
This is the traditional time to switch from heavy 
winter clothing to the bright, new finery of spring. 
Retailers depend on this seasonal buying splurge to 
push their sales up from the low levels following 
Christmas. How much lift the Easter buying pro
vides is contingent in part on how early, or late, in 
the season Easter Sunday falls. And it also depends 
on the weather.

This year both the timing of Easter and the 
weather were unfavorable from the retailer’s point 
of view. Easter was early and the weather was bad. 
As a result, apparel and other sales that normally 
are influenced by Easter buying were somewhat 
disappointing to retailers in most parts of the dis
trict. Also, a relative lack of style changes in 
women’s clothing and the previously noted demand 
for hard goods held down spring apparel buying. 
Consumers failed to increase their spending for the 
soft lines as much as they usually do from the pre- 
Easter season levels—and sales generally totaled 
less than in the Easter buying season last year.

RETAILERS’ APPRAISAL OF 1950

The way sales have shaped up so far in 1950 is 
a pretty fair indication of retailers’ expectations 
with respect to developments in the coming months. 
If retailers are right in their forecasts, district sales 
in the first half should total larger than in 1949.

First Half of 1950—Appliance and furniture deal
ers, encouraged by sales performance in the initial 
months of the year, expect sales in the first six 
months will be larger than they were last year. 
Optimism is stronger at appliance stores than at
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furniture stores. Some appliance dealers expect their 
first-half sales to be twice what they were last year.

But soft goods stores—particularly department 
stores—are more conservative in their estimates. 
Less than half of the department store executives 
expect sales to equal or exceed last year’s volume. 
The remainder are looking for a year-to-year drop 
of from 3 to 10 per cent. This is about the same sort 
of a decline anticipated in women’s clothing stores 
by more than half of the executives in the survey. 
Even larger reductions are expected in sales at 
men’s clothing stores where two-thirds of the stores 
look for first-half sales to drop as much as IS per 
cent from last year’s levels.

Last Half of 1950—Most of the district retailers 
who were surveyed expect their sales in the last 
half of the year will be larger than those in the first 
six months. In many lines, of course, an increase in 
the last half is a normal development. In apparel 
stores, for example, fall and winter months mean 
sales of heavy clothing at unit prices that are higher 
than those charged for spring and summer apparel. 
And, at most stores, Christmas buying makes No
vember and December very big volume months.

In addition to the fact that sales normally move 
up late in the year, the expected increase also is 
based on other factors. Merchants selling soft goods 
feel that there has been an improvement in the 
supply of better quality low-price merchandise, 
which they hope will persuade “ bargain conscious” 
customers to buy. In appliance and furniture stores, 
executives point to the high levels of home building 
as a major influence. Other factors in the optimistic 
outlook include the volume of replacement demand 
if income continues high, maturing savings bonds, 
a better retail timing of seasonal merchandise, the 
upswing in rural areas at fall harvest time and the 
hope that some of the uncertainties of labor dis
putes, both local and national, will be out of the 
picture.

On the pessimistic side, some soft goods stores 
feel that, as at present, consumers will continue to 
spend a larger share of their income for hard goods. 
They also point out that, in view of price declines 
since 1949, more units must be moved to maintain 
dollar volume. So dealers feel that credit extensions 
will have to be graded more carefully in view of the 
growing number of delinquent accounts. In the 
rural areas, the downturn of agricultural income is 
viewed as the major limiting factor.

Retailers point out that consumers continue to 
concentrate their buying in medium-price lines when 
possible. This was evident to them in the last half 
of 1949 and the tendency has continued this year.

Credit sales have been an important factor so far 
this year and probably will continue to be significant 
in the remainder of 1950. There was an increase in 
credit volume in the last half of 1949 in each of the 
lines covered in this survey. Expansion was more 
apparent in hard goods than in the soft goods stores, 
but even in nondurables outlets about half the stores 
reported larger credit volume in the last half than 
in the first six months of 1949.

Inventories —  Most district retailers apparently 
are satisfied that present inventories are adequate in 
relation to current sales. About one out of three, 
however, thinks stocks are a little large. Few out
lets other than automobile dealers and isolated in
stances in the appliance field have smaller stocks 
than they would like. In the soft goods lines, most 
stores have their inventories pretty well in line with 
sales. This probably accounts for the fact that, 
despite a disappointing Easter business, retailers did 
not have to resort to heavy mark-downs and clear
ance sales after Easter.

Outstanding Orders—Most lines except women’s 
wear stores have about as much goods on order 
now as at the same time last year. Women’s apparel 
stores report orders are about 20 per cent smaller 
than a year ago. At furniture and appliance stores, 
orders are equal to approximately one and one-half 
months* sales. At women’s wear and department 
stores, they are equivalent to two months’ sales, on 
the average, and at men’s wear stores, about three 
to four months’ sales.

Price Outlook—If retailers’ expectations material
ize, there will be little change in prices in the second 
half of 1950. Prices they pay and prices charged the 
consumer are expected to average out at about the 
same level as in the first half of 1950. The principal 
exception is in the appliance field where some re
tailers expect competition to force price reductions 
on merchandise they sell—but expect prices they 
pay to hold steady.

DISTRICT CITIES’ TRENDS AND  OUTLOOK
St. Louis Area—Total retail sales in the St. Louis 

area were up 7 per cent from 1949 during the first 
two months of 1950. As in the remainder of the 
district, larger spending for automobiles, appliances, 
radio and television, and furniture accounted for the 
increase. In most cases the gains were somewhat 
larger than dealers anticipated. Automobile sales 
were up 40 per cent and the demand remains strong.

Sales of soft goods generally were down from a 
year ago. Department stores’ sales in the first 
quarter were off 2 per cent and totaled less than 
expected. Apparel lines also did less business than 
last year—and also less than anticipated. Some im-
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TRADE

D E P A R T M E N T  S T O R E S
Stocks Stock

N et Sales on Hand Turnover
March, 1950 3 mos. *50 M ar. 31, '50 Jan. 1, to 

compared with to same comp, with March 31, 
Feb., *50 M ar., *49 period *49 M ar. 31, *49 1950 1949 

8th F .R . District.. + 2 8 %  — 1%  — 2%  + 1%  .88 .89 
Ft. Smith, Ark.... + 2 4  — 4 — 7 — 2 .85 .90
Little Rock, Ark. + 1 9  + 7  — 3 + 6  .87 .92
Quincy, 111.....___  + 3 0  — 1 + 1  + 3  .71 .69
Evansville, Ind__ + 4 8  + 1  — 2 — 1 .79 .74
Louisville, K y ......  + 4 2  - 0 -  — 2 + 2  .94 .95
St. Louis Area *.. + 2 6  — 2 — 2 — 2 .90 .89

St. Louis, M o.. + 2 6  — 3 — 2 — 2 .91 .90
Springfield, M o... + 3 2  — 1 + 1  — S .71 .65
Memphis, Tenn... + 1 9  + 2  — 1 + 7  .92 .97
*A11 other cities... + 3 7  — 2 — 7 + 5  .62 .64

*E1 Dorado, Fayetteville, Pine Bluff, A r k .; Harrisburg’, M t. Vernon, 
111.; New Albany, Vincennes, In d .; Danville, Hopkinsville, Mayfield, 
Paducah, K y . ; Chillicothe, M o . ; Greenville, M iss .; and Jackson, Tenn.
1 Includes St. Louis, M o .; Alton, Belleville, and East St. Louis, 111. 
Outstanding orders of reporting stores at the end of March, 1950, were

4 per cent greater than on the corresponding date a year ago.
Percentage of accounts and notes receivable outstanding March 1, 1950, 

collected during March, by cities:
Instalment Excl. Instal. Instalment Excl. Instal.
Accounts Accounts Accounts Accounts

Fort Smith................. .%  4 6 %  Quincy ................  1 9%  6 1 %
Little R od e......  16 44 St. Louis.............  19 55
Louisville ...........  21 54 Other Cities...... 15 59
Memphis ...........  22 43 8th F .R . D ist... 19 51

I N D E X E S  O F  D E P A R T M E N T  S T O R E  S A L E S  A N D  S T O C K S  
8th Federal Reserve District

M ar., Feb., Jan., M ar.,
1950 1950 1950 1949

Sales (daily average), unadjusted*................  285 252^ 232 287
Sales (daily average), seasonally adjusted *.. 297 300 282 309
Stocks, unadjusted8................................................  317 289 248 314
Stocks, seasonally adjusted 8.;......................... 326 321 288 323

* Daily Average 1935-39 =  100.
8 End of Month Average 1935-39 =  100.

S P E C IA L T Y  S T O R E S
Stocks Stock

Net Sales on Hand Turnover
March, 1950 3 mos. *50 Mar. 31,*50 Jan. 1, to 

compared with to same comp, with Mar. 31, 
Feb.,*50 M ar.,*49 period '49 Mar. 3 1 /4 9  1950 1949 

M en’s Furnishings.w.+ 2 9 %  + 5 %  — 3 %  — 9 %  .57 .57
Boots and Shoes_____ + 5 4  + 7  - 0 -  — 3 .93 .89

Percentage of accounts and notes receivable outstanding March 1, 
1950, collected during M arch:

M en’s Furnishings ................... 4 7 %  Boots and Shoes....................... 4 6 %
Trading days: March, 1950— 2 7 ; February, 1950— 2 4 ; March, 

1949— 27.

R E T A I L  F U R N IT U R E  S T O R E S  **
N et Sales Inventories Ratio

March, 1950 March, 1950 o f ,
compared with compared with Collections 

Feb.,*50 M ar.,*49 Feb.,*50 M ar.,*49 M ar.,*50 M ar.,*49
8th Dist. Total h 
S t  Louis Area K

St. Louis..........
Louisville Area 8 

Louisville........
Memphis................
Little Rock..— ...
Springfield..........
Fort Smith...........

*  N ot shown separately due to insufficient coverage, but included in 
Eighth District totals.
1 In  addition to following cities, includes stores in Blytheville, and 

Pine Bluff, Arkansas; Hopkinsville, Owensboro, Kentucky; Greenwood, 
M ississippi; Hannibal and Springfield, M issouri; and Evansville, Indiana.

2 Includes St. Louis, M issouri; and Alton, Illinois.
8 Includes Louisville, K entucky; and New Albany, Indiana.
* *  41 stores reporting.

P E R C E N T A G E  D IS T R I B U T I O N  O F  F U R N I T U R E  S A L E S
M arch, 1950 February, 1950 March 1949

Cash Sales................... 12%  15%  14%
Credit Sales.............. 88 85 86

+ 2 6 % +  18% +  4 % —  2% 2 6 % 28
+ 2 8 + 2 4 +  1 +  5 53 49
+ 2 8 + 2 5 +  1 +  5 54 50
+  34 + 4 4 +  9 +  1 16 18
+  35 + 4 2 +  9 - 0 - 16 17
+  1 —  9 +  4 — 16 14 18
+  17 +  13 +  1 +  12 17 21
+ 3 3 +  3 +  12 —  4 17 23
+ 3 7 —  5 * * * •

Total Sales.............. 100%  100%  100%

provement is expected in department stores in the 
second quarter, however. These stores indicated that 
total first-half-year sales might be a little larger 
this year than in 1949. Sales in the last half of 19S0 
are expected to equal or exceed those in the first 
half, with most of the gain resulting from seasonal 
factors.

Stores in this area believe their inventories are 
in good shape, relative to sales, and outstanding 
orders are about the same as or smaller than a year 
ago, except at department stores.

Louisville—The demand for durable goods items 
has kept sales in these lines at or above year-ago 
levels. Furniture store sales were up some 20 per 
cent in the first three months. Despite the gain in 
appliance store sales, dealers indicate that volume 
has been a little less than they expected it would be. 
Department stores did 2 per cent less business in 
the first quarter than a year earlier, which was a 
smaller decline than anticipated.

Retailers in each of the six lines surveyed expect 
that sales in the first six months will total larger 
than last year. At department stores, furniture, ap
pliance and automobile outlets the seasonal swing 
late in 1950 is expected to lift sales.

Memphis-—Many retailers in Memphis expect 
sales in the first half of 1950 will be about the same 
as in 1949. The exceptions are appliance and auto
mobile dealers who believe their sales will move 
ahead of last year. All lines except apparel are 
looking for the seasonal climb late in 1950. As in 
other cities, first-quarter sales in department and 
apparel stores were off. These declines were about 
what were expected by dealers. The increase at 
furniture stores came as no surprise to these dealers, 
but appliance outlets have experienced gains that 
were larger than expected.

Inventories at department, apparel and furniture 
stores are considered by executives as being a little 
too large relative to current sales. Appliance dealers 
apparently are satisfied with their present level of 
stocks.

Little Rock—In contrast to other district cities, 
sales volume in Little Rock fell below last year in 
five of the six lines surveyed. The only exception 
was in automobiles. Furniture store sales were off 
slightly. Easter shopping increased sales in some 
department and apparel stores close to anticipated 
levels, but for the year to date volume remained 
below last year. Store executives anticipate that 
sales in the first six months will be smaller than in 
1949. The seasonal upswing late in the year is not 
likely to do much for sales in that period, according 
to the store executives surveyed. In this area, the
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anticipated drop in farm income apparently is 
weighted heavily by retailers in their planning for 
the remainder of 1950.

Dealers believe they have their inventories fairly 
well in line with current sales. Outstanding orders 
are at about the same level as a year ago.

Springfield— Despite a 1 per cent gain in depart
ment store sales in the first quarter, executives in 
this line reported that sales were still about 5 per 
cent smaller than they expected them to be. A favor

able comparison with last year is anticipated through 
the first six months, but the rate of gain is not ex
pected to continue in the last half of 1950.

Furniture store sales are up about one-fifth from 
early 1949 and these dealers apparently expect to 
continue making a strong comparison with last 
year’s volume.

Weldon A. Stein 
Alfred C. Kearschner

Sales On Credit In 1949
“Take the cash and let the credit go” was hardly 

the motto of Eighth District retailers in 1949. Ac
cording to the latest Retail Credit Survey in the 
Eighth Federal Reserve District, covering nine 
lines of retail trade, credit sales of many district 
stores ran in larger totals than cash sales—and 
accounted for a larger proportion of total volume 
than in 1948. At automobile dealers, at department 
and apparel stores, at furniture, appliance and hard
ware dealers; and even at jewelry stores, “on-the- 
cuff” business picked up last year.

Sales were generally good in the nine lines sur
veyed—averaging just 2 per cent less than in 1948. 
Price declines accounted for most, if not all, of this 
minor drop. In two lines, both handling hard goods, 
1949 sales topped those of 1948. Inventories were 
smaller, at least in value, at the end of 1949 than a 
year earlier. But instalment receivables were larger 
at the close of last year than at the end of 1948, 
both in absolute amount and relative to total sales.

These are some of the conclusions drawn from re
ports submitted in connection with the 1949 Retail 
Credit Survey by 348 stores whose aggregate sales 
were a little under $400 million last year.

The fact that consumer credit expanded in 1949 
—in the nation as well as in the district-—is no 
longer news. There was a steady increase in the 
amount outstanding throughout the year, particu-

The eighth annual Retail Credit Survey in the Eighth 
District is summarized in this article. The results of the 
1949 survey on a national basis will be published later by 
the Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System. 
Copies of the national survey may be obtained upon request.

Only retail stores in nine retail trade lines making credit 
sales are covered in this survey—all others are excluded. 
Reporting stores furnished data on total net sales, sales by 
type of transaction (cash and C.O.D., open credit and 
instalment), inventories, receivables (open credit and instal
ment) and instalment paper sold during the year. Coverage 
for the district includes mainly independent retailers with a 
few retail outlets of local chains. Most national chains 
report consolidated data (which cannot be allocated to the 
various Federal Reserve districts) direct to the Board of 
Governors to be included in the national survey.

larly in instalment credit. Nationally, there also 
was some gain in charge account and service credit 
and in single-payment loan volume.

The upward trend in consumer credit volume dur
ing 1949 can be attributed to the usual reasons for 
such expansion, plus a few new ones. Some con
sumers were low on cash. But the number of con
sumers in these circumstances was not very much 
larger in 1949 than in 1948. Income was off only 
slightly in 1949, and by no larger a percentage than 
the decline in consumers’ prices.

In this district, as elsewhere in the nation, a large 
part of the explanation lies in the fact that last year 
consumers bought more automobiles and household 
appliances than in 1948 and less clothing and other 
soft goods items. These items—automobiles and 
appliances—for most families represent major cap
ital investments which can be made only if credit 
terms are available.

In the first half of the year, credit arrangements 
could be made for the purchase of these major 
items but the terms were subject to limitations 
imposed under the provisions of Regulation W . As 
limitations were eased, and especially after the ex
piration of these controls at the end of June, com
petitive market conditions tended to bring about the 
relaxation of credit terms. It became easier for con
sumers to finance the purchase of a new car, a re
frigerator, and the like. In the non-instalment credit 
field, too, requirements were eased as competition 
for the consumer’s dollar increased.

The fact that automobiles and household appli
ances, as well as consumers’ goods generally, were 
more plentiful in 1949 than in 1948 also tended to 
swell the demand for credit. Sales of such items, 
which normally account for a sizable part of all 
consumer credit, were not so limited by short 
supplies. Under these circumstances there probably 
would have been an increase in the amount of 
credit outstanding, with or without credit controls.

In this district there were other factors at work, 
too, particularly in some of the durable goods lines.
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