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Revision of Indexes of Departm ent Store Sales In th e Twelfth District

R e v i s i o n  of this bank’s indexes of department store 
sales in the Twelfth District and in various cities and 

regions of the district has recently been completed. The 
new indexes are broader in their coverage than those 
previously released and provide a more accurate measure 
of recent changes in department store trade.

Principal improvements in the indexes are threefold. 
First, the revised indexes are based upon sales data of a 
substantially larger number of stores, particularly of 
units of national chain organizations, thus giving a better 
balance between chain and independent stores. Second, 
the indexes have been adjusted to levels indicated in the 
1939 census reports of department store sales. Third, 
factors used in adjusting for seasonal influences have 
been brought up to date. In addition, the new indexes 
have been placed upon a 1935-1939 base and several minor 
technical improvements have been incorporated in the 
series.

Until 1941 a disproportionate number of department 
stores participating in this bank’s trade reporting service 
consisted of independent stores or units of sectional chain 
organizations. It was recognized that the lack of more 
adequate reperesentation of units of national chain com
panies was a deficiency of the series. In 1941, however, 
this deficiency was overcome by obtaining monthly sales 
data on a current basis from about 50 additional retail 
units of national chain organizations. At the same time 
back figures through 1935 were obtained from these 
stores and have been included in the indexes beginning 
with January of that year. Cooperation of a number of 
additional independent stores, particularly of recently 
established stores in westside Los Angeles, was also se
cured, and figures of these and other independent firms 
are also incorporated in the series.

In view of the fact that the indexes are not based upon 
sales of all department stores in the district but rather

upon sales of a sample of stores, a bias tends to develop 
in the series over a period of time. This occurs because 
sales of reporting stores which constitute the sample do 
not maintain indefinitely a fixed proportion to total de
partment store sales in an area. Particular stores may 
cease operations, for example, or may lose business 
permanently to competitors, and new stores may be estab
lished. The bias may be corrected periodically by adjust
ing the data to levels indicated by census reports which 
purport to include sales of all department stores. The 
latest complete census report covered sales in 1939 and 
the revised indexes have been adjusted to levels indicated 
in that report.

The third principal improvement in the indexes was 
made by bringing up to date the factors by which the 
series are adjusted for seasonal variation. Sales of de
partment stores are affected to a pronounced extent by 
influences that recur year after year at about the same 
time. For example, in the several weeks immediately be
fore Christmas, sales expand sharply each year, while, 
to take another extreme example, sales decline consider
ably in July, a month when many persons are on vacation. 
It is consequently helpful for many purposes to be able 
to determine what sales have done in a particular month, 
in relation to other months, after allowing for the effects 
of purely seasonal changes. This is made possible by ad
justment of the series for such influences, and a seasonally 
adjusted index is simply one from which changes trace
able to these regularly recurring influences have been 
removed. Over a period of time, the degree to which 
seasonal considerations affect sales in particular months 
to some extent undergoes shifts and it becomes necessary 
to revise the seasonal adjustment factors. A  new set of 
such factors were developed and were used in computing 
the revised seasonally adjusted index series.

The base of the old index was the 1923-1925 sales

D E P A R T M E N T  STOR E SA LE S—Twelfth District 

Indexes of value of sales, unadjusted and adjusted for seasonal variation, 1935-1939 daily average «100. 
By months, from January 1919 to February 1942.

Digitized for FRASER 
http://fraser.stlouisfed.org/ 
Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis

April 01, 1942



M ONTH LY REVIEW

average. In other words, daily average sales in that period 
were taken as 100 and daily average sales in all subse
quent and prior months for which indexes were computed 
were expressed as percentages of sales in that base period. 
Recently most agencies have adopted the years 1935-
1939 as a common index base period, and this procedure 
was followed in the present revision.

Of the minor technical improvements incorporated in 
the indexes, the most important was in the method fol
lowed in computing daily averages of monthly sales for 
several of the principal cities. If an index is to provide 
a reasonably accurate measure of changes in department 
store sales from one month to the next, the monthly sales 
totals which are the basic data must be converted to daily 
averages to allow for variations in the number of trading 
days from month to month. Otherwise a change in sales 
from one month to the next may merely reflect the fact 
that the one month has more trading days than the other. 
In addition, some days of the week are more important 
than others in terms of sales volume, for example, sales 
on Saturdays usually far exceed those on any other day. 
Because an important sales day, Saturday for example, 
may occur five times in one month and only four times 
in the next, although the total number of trading days 
may be the same in both, it is desirable to make allowance 
for this circumstance. In the recent revision the relative 
importance of each day of the week was calculated for 
several cities from daily sales figures submitted by a 
number of stores, and the weights so determined were 
used in arriving at daily averages of monthly sales figures 
from which the actual indexes were computed.

Previously, indexes were published not only for the 
district but for a number of larger cities and for several 
regions within the district. These city and regional in
dexes were revised along with the district index, and, 
in addition, series were prepared for other important com-

L o c a l it ie s  C overed  b y  I n d e x e s
Initial Year

City or Area of Series
Twelfth District........................................................................................................ 1919

California ............................................................................................................... 1919
Southern California....................................................................................... 1919

Los Angeles Area....................................................................................... 1919
Downtown Los Angeles.................................................................... 1919
Westside Los Angeles........................................................................  1940

Long Beach...................................................................................................  1935
San D iego.....................................................................................................  1935

Northern California....................................................................................... 1919
Bay Region................................................................................................... 1919

San Francisco.........................................................................................  1919
Oakland-Berkeley ...............................................................................  1919

Downtown Oakland........................................................................  1919
Central Valley.............................................................................................. 1923

Bakersfield ..............................................................................................  1935
F r e sn o ........................................................................................................ 1935
Sacram ento..............................................................................................  1935

San Jose.......................................................................................................... 1935
Santa Rosa................................................................................................... 1936
Vallejo-Napa .............................................................................................. 1936

Pacific N orthw est..............................................................................................  1919
Western W ashington....................................................................................  1919

B ellingham ................................................................................................... 1935
Everett ..........................................................................................................  1935
S e a ttle ............................................................................................................  1919
T a c o m a .......................................................................................................... 1923

Eastern Washington and Northern Idaho.........................................  1919
Spokane ........................................................................................................ 1919
W alla W alla ................................................................................................  1935
Y a k im a ..........................................................................................................  1935

Portland ............................................................................................................  1919
Southern Idaho and U tah...............................................................................  1919

Salt Lake City................................................................................................  1919
Phoenix, Arizona........................................................................................ 1929

munities for which sufficient data were available. The 
accompanying table indicates cities and areas for which 
separate indexes were prepared and also indicates the 
period covered by each index.

The indexes are a reasonably close measure of the 
long-term and current behavior of department store sales 
in the district and in the several cities and regions of the 
district for which they have been prepared. In view of 
the wide variety of goods handled by department stores, 
they may also be used, with reservations, as an indicator 
of changes in the broader field of retail trade. Their use 
in this capacity, however, is necessarily restricted because 
the original data do not, among other items, cover sales 
of automobiles, do not adequately represent sales of auto
motive fuel and supplies, and do not include sales of food 
and building materials to any appreciable extent. Limita
tions such as these preclude a too-broad interpretation of 
the coverage of the indexes, even during the current 
period when sales of automobiles are almost negligible 
and heavy restrictions are being placed upon retail sales 
of building materials and a variety of other goods.

The chart on the preceding page shows the unadjusted 
and the seasonally adjusted indexes of department store 
sales in the Twelfth District by months from 1919 to date. 
This chart brings out the marked gain in value of sales 
of these stores in recent months. In 1940, sales rose to 
levels exceeding those of the highest month in 1929, the 
previous record, although prices were generally much 
lower in 1940 than they were 11 years earlier. Since 1940, 
sales have expanded considerably. This recent gain re
flects largely the increased payrolls incident to the marked 
expansion in employment opportunities which has in
duced large migrations of workers and their families to 
several sections of the district, but has also resulted from 
recent substantial increases in prices of many goods car
ried by department stores. The chart also shows the 
erratic behavior of department store trade in recent 
months. Sales rose sharply in August 1941 to 168 percent 
of the 1935-39 average, on a seasonally adjusted basis, 
from 144 in the preceding month. They subsequently de
clined, the adjusted index falling to 138 in October. The 
peak in August reflected a buying rush by consumers to 
purchase apparel containing silk, particularly hosiery, and 
major household appliances and radios. Another sharp 
rise in sales occurred in January and February of 1942, 
allowing for seasonal influences, reflecting a rush to buy 
woolen and silk goods and apparel containing rubber. 
Some slackening in sales, however, is indicated by pre
liminary data for March.

*  *  *  s|e j|£

Tabulations of the revised indexes have been prepared 
and will be made available upon request. Because of space 
limitations, current indexes for major regions only will 
be shown in the Distribution and Trade table regularly 
published in the Monthly Review. Current indexes for all 
the series listed will be published, however, in this bank’s 
monthly summaries of retail trade. A  brief technical 
description of the series is currently being prepared and 
copies will likewise be made available upon request.
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