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U.S. Retail Sales Rose 0.2%, Holding Out Hope 
for Holiday Sales 

Consumers spent more across a range of categories, including electronics and appliances, 

clothing, sporting goods and books 
 

 
 

By ANNA LOUIE SUSSMAN and SUZANNE KAPNER 
 
Americans are taking a break from buying cars and other big-ticket items to splash out on 
holiday gifts, giving many struggling retailers hope after months of muted spending. 

For many U.S. consumers, money saved this year from slowly accelerating wage growth 
and low gasoline prices has gone toward major purchases like furniture, cars and homes. 



That has left them with little spare cash for other items, worrying retailers for months 
ahead of the holidays. 

Retailers got some relief in November, when a pullback in auto sales and furniture helped 
boost areas related to holiday gift giving such as electronics and appliances, clothing, 
music and books. Sales at retailers and restaurants rose a seasonally adjusted 0.2%from 
the prior month, following three months of little improvement, the Commerce 
Department said Friday. 
 

American shoppers appear to be pacing themselves in November and December, analysts 
say, setting the stage for steady sales after Black Friday packed less of a punch than in 
previous years. Still, retailers are finding little pricing power as they compete for 
shoppers who still feel constrained. 

“Consumers aren’t being overly lavish in their spending, but they’re still spending,” 
said James Rhee, the chief executive of Ashley Stewart Inc., a plus-size women’s 
clothing retailer. “They are concentrating their spending with fewer retailers and being 
more exacting in their demand for differentiated product and experiences.” 

Steady job growth and deep savings from cheap gasoline are only going so far. 
Americans are shelling out more for housing and health care, and their lack of enthusiasm 
about the economy’s path is keeping them cautious and focused on saving. In October, 
the personal saving rate—the share of disposable income socked away—hit its highest 
rate since 2012. 

“The economy’s not doing that well and there is no ability to borrow money, so 
consumers are constrained by their income,” said Steve Ricchiuto, chief economist at 
Mizuho Securities USA. 

Another sign of caution: Much of the spending outside of cars and gasoline was at 
grocery stores, food service and drinking places, warehouse clubs and supercenters. “In 
terms of where people spent their money, it is hardly a tale of profligate spending,” said 
Steve Blitz, chief economist at ITG Investment Research. 
 
Consumer spending accounts for more than two-thirds of economic output in the U.S., 
and retail sales account for about one-third of that spending. Anemic growth in retail 
sales in recent months is a worrying signal for consumer demand in the world’s largest 
economy. 



Without a breakout in consumer spending, overall U.S. economic growth is likely to 
remain constrained next year. The dollar’s strength has damped overseas demand for 
American-made goods, weighing on manufacturing. Low commodity prices have hit jobs 
across the energy and mining sectors. 

Retailers have to work harder to grow sales given that apparel and consumer 
electronics—two of the top-selling holiday categories—are facing price pressures due to 
cheaper imports from the strong U.S. dollar. The strong dollar also has put the squeeze on 
spending by foreign tourists at upscale department stores like Saks Fifth Avenue 

Many analysts are counting on a healthier end to the holiday shopping season than the 
beginning. Persistent strains among lower-income consumers are forcing them to shop 
closer to Christmas. 

Retailers are preparing for steep markdowns and special offers to lure consumers in the 
final stretch. 
 
Lululemon Athletica Inc. said this week that foot traffic to its stores slowed in late 
October and early November, but picked up after Thanksgiving. Chief Executive Laurent 
Potdevin told analysts that because of the current environment, the company expects to 
take higher markdowns to clear unsold goods. 

Retail spending is also migrating online, where consumers may be less likely to make 
impulse buys. More people shopped online than in stores during the Thanksgiving 
weekend, according to a National Retail Federation survey, a sign of how fast shopping 
habits are changing. 

Sales at nonstore retailers, a category that includes online sales, rose 6% in the first 11 
months of this year over the same period in 2014, compared with a 2% rise in overall 
retail and food services sales. 

Adobe Systems Inc., which tracks purchases across 4,500 U.S. websites, said online sales 
totaled $48.7 billion from Nov. 1 through Dec. 7, a 9% increase over last year. Adobe 
predicts shoppers will spend $1.95 billion online on Monday, Dec. 14, as they rush to 
place orders before expedited shipping costs kick in for guaranteed Christmas delivery. 
That would make it the third-biggest day for online shopping after Cyber Monday and 
Black Friday. 
 
 


