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As Bad As It Gets?As Bad As It Gets?As Bad As It Gets?As Bad As It Gets?    
Regardless of your stance or opinion on the 
War in Iraq, U.S. retailers continued to bleed 
retail sales.  The start of the war, the unsettling 
weather throughout most states, and the late 
Easter helped to drive down retail sales.  
Overall, retail sales advanced 3.8% in March 
compared to last March but it was primarily 
due to an increase in auto sales and price 
gauging at the pumps.  Retail sales less 
automotive and gas stations grew by 1.4% in 
March.  Given the highly volatile and uncertain 
economic situation overshadowing the country, 
coupled with the incessant coverage of the war, 
it is actually very surprising that retail sales 
were not worse.   
 
Department Stores continued to take the big hit 
as retail sales plummeted 9.1% compared to 
last March.  Almost all traditional and discount 
department stores suffered during the month.  
Only Wal-Mart and Kohl’s posted gains of 
0.7% and 0.4% respectively.  Overall 
department stores fell.  The range was from      
–12.0% at Dillard, –11.4% at The May 
Department Store, –1.3% at Target, to –0.5% at 
Neiman Marcus.  Warehouse Clubs and 
Superstores are responsible for bringing up 
the General Merchandise Stores sales growth 
figure (0.6%).  Same store sales growth for 
March at Costco was 8.0%, 4.2% at Price 
Smart, and 2.6% at Sam’s Club. 
 
Sporting Goods, Hobby, Book, and Music 
Stores fared poorly in March, along with 
Clothing and Accessories Stores.  The 3.3% 
loss at Clothing and Accessories Stores was 
much greater than the year-to-date growth of 
0.2%.  While prices for women’s spring and 
summer pieces increased in February, the CPI 
for apparel fell 2.3% compared to last 
February.  Many clothing retailers took a big 
hit in March.  This is evidenced by Spiegel’s 
decision to file for bankruptcy in March. 

Comp stores sales growth for a select number 
of retailers shows that few had gains, and those 
that did demonstrated a strong resolve to 
reposition themselves with the fickle consumer 
market.   
 
Store Comp Store 

Sales Growth 
– March 

Chico’s 12.4% 
The Gap 9.0% 
Talbots 0.8% 
Limited Brands -4.0% 
Guess -4.5% 
J. Crew -8.0% 
AnnTaylor -8.2% 
American Eagle -8.5% 
Abercrombie and Fitch Co. -10.% 
Dress Barn -11.0% 
Spiegel -14.0% 
Wet Seal -27.1% 
Source: Retail Forward 
    
Will You Wipe Up or Wipe OutWill You Wipe Up or Wipe OutWill You Wipe Up or Wipe OutWill You Wipe Up or Wipe Out    
With the impending end to the war, many 
retailers are hoping for a return to normalcy 

and brighter futures.  While the skies are 
clearing up and the stores are filled with hot 
Spring and Summer fashions, the future does 
appear hopeful.  One wonders whether the 
Consumer Confidence Index can fall any 
further.  We certainly believe that expectations 
are on the rise and that confidence will pick up 
throughout the year.  In addition, with Easter 
falling in late April, this should mean an extra 
bonus for the month.   
 
The analysis shows that some retailers who are 
willing to invest in changing their strategy and 
to understand the benefits of fostering a 
cohesive multi-channel approach, stand to do 
better in the long term than those retailers that 
are pulling back due to uncertainty.  This is the 
time to invest in store infrastructure and long 
term planning, rather than waiting to catch the 
next big retail wave to sweep the nation, 
because when that wave comes they may not be 
able to compete. 
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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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