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A Year Not To RememberA Year Not To RememberA Year Not To RememberA Year Not To Remember    
2002 will not be a year that many retailers will 
look back upon with fond memories.  The year 
began soft and failed to create any sort of 
momentum.  Whether it was the rain on the 
west coast or the snow on the east coast, 
December’s retail sales left everyone feeling 
off.  The only smiling retailer was the gas 
station owner who saw sales rise almost 16% in 
December, however, it was bitter sweet due to 
the fact that year-to-date sales for gasoline 
stations were down 2%. 
 
Most retail store categories were off their year-
to-date averages for the month of December.  
Those suffering the most were department 
stores (including traditional and discount).  
Retail sales were down 4.8% in December, 
which brought their year-to-date sales down 
1.9%.  For December, most traditional 
department stores fell from 2% to 5% (comp  
store sales) with the exception of J.C. Penny, 
which rose 4.7%.  The discount department 
stores fared better, but still not great.  Comp 
store sales for December for Wal-Mart, Kohl’s, 
and Target rose 3.3%, 3.3%, and 1.0% 
respectively.  Recent reports from Wal-Mart 
stated that they are back on track in January, 
but not experiencing the high growth rates we 
have become accustomed to. 
 
Both Christmas and New Years experienced a 
“lite” season this year.  Consumers bought 
less at Food and beverage stores trimming 
sales by 1.0%, compared to last December.  
Other traditional holiday store categories did 
not do well in November or December.  
Sporting goods, hobby, book, and music 
stores advanced 1.0% and electronics and 
appliance stores gained a modest 1.8% for the 
month.  Clothing and accessories stores held 
their own during the month of December.  
Sales grew by 3%, which matched their year-
to-date figures.  A number of major apparel 

stores did not perform well in December, most 
notably: Ann Taylor, down 14.6% (comp store 
sales); Talbot’s, down 9.1%; and Mervyn’s, 
down 8.2%.  The turnaround story comes from 
Gap which cranked up higher than expected 
sales growth of 5.0% for December. 
 
As mentioned last month, nonstore retailers 
performed well in December rising 18.1%.  
Nonstore retailers include: home fuel dealers, 
mail order, electronic shopping, portable kiosk 
vending (except food), vending machines, 
door-to-door sales, and newspaper delivery.  
While the jump in fuel prices was in part a 
cause for this large growth, J.C. Williams 
Group believed that electronic shopping and 
mail order business was up significantly during 
the holiday season. 
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While December was disappointing, overall the 
year was not as bad as some people think.  
Some individual retailers did very well, 
however, many suffered from continual over-
storing.  While all stores rose 3.4%, many 
retailers performed much better, such as health 

and personal care stores (8.0%), general 
merchandise stores (6.0%), and furniture, home 
furnishings, electronics, and appliance stores 
(5.2%).  While consumer confidence has 
remained low, primarily due to the threat of 
war, a large driving force for the economy has 
been the low interest rates and the deflation 
experienced in a number of retail categories 
such as apparel, electronics, and home and 
leisure products.  Therefore, small growth rates 
must be read with a grain of salt when 
discounting and deflation are factored in.  For 
next year, although confidence is not expected 
to bounce back quickly, people do have extra 
wealth from deflation, (re)financing with lower 
interest rates, and tax breaks.  Consumers’ debt 
position is better than in the past.  So here is a 
cheers to 2002 and a positive outlook for 2003. 
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Please note:  
The J.C. Williams Group National Retail Bulletin compares the latest 
monthly release of “raw” (i.e., unadjusted for seasonality, holiday, and 
trading day) retail sales figures to those in the same calendar month of the 
previous year. The U.S. Census Bureau also reports seasonally adjusted sales 
that are compared to the previous month within the current calendar year to 
measure change in Gross Domestic Product (GDP). Although other sources 
use seasonally adjusted figures, J.C. Williams Group believes that using raw 
figures and making comparisons to the previous year’s performance more 
accurately reflects the seasonality of the retail industry, and therefore, are 
more useful in analysis.  Definitions can be found on the U.S. Census Web 
site: www.census.gov . 
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