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U.S. reloilsoles suffered in lhe spring of
2020 due to sofety concerns, government-

mondoted lockdowns, ond economic

uneertointy wrouqht bv the eoro[lqvifu-.l
pondemic. Soles - including purchoses ot
stores, restquronts, qnd online - plunged

from $483.95 billion in Morch to $412.77 billion
in April, o record 16.4% drop.l

Fortunolely, retoil soles rebounded shorply
ofter the economy begon to reopen in Moy,

motched pre-pondemic levels in June ($529.96

billion), ond conlinued to rise sleodilyfrom

luly through September. But soles softened in

october, ticking upjust0.3% io $553.33 billion.'z

The orrivol of on effeclive voccine could inspire

some holidoy cheer, though it probobly won't
be widely ovoiloble until next spring.5 Until then,

consumers will likely spend more time ot home.

U.S. consumer spending occounts for obout
lwo-lhirds of oll economic octivity, so it's good
news thot mony businesses ond consumers

hove odopled quickly to the new normol

creoled by the pondemic,a Here's o look ol
recent chonges in consumer behovior, the stole

of the retoil industry, ond whot these trends

cauld meqn for lhe brooder US. econorny --

Sloy-ot-Home Spending Shifts
Some workers with stoble incomes hove been

oble to sove money they would normolly

spend on tronsportolion, gym memberships,

restouront meols, ond expensive "experiences"

such os vocotions, concerls, sporling events,

ond olher live shows. On the other hond,

mony households ore spending more on home

improvements, household goods, filness

equipmenl, ond other lifestyle purchoses thot
moke sheltering in ploce more toleroble.5

For exomple, huge demond for bicycles

resulled in surprising shortoges.6And with
offices closed ond most speciol evenis

concelled or poslponed, o preference

for cosuol ond comfortoble clothing hos

decimoted consumer demond for more formol

ollire like business suits ond dresses.T

When lockdowns ond social

dislancing meosures were put

in ploce, many consumerswere

compelled lo try online shopping

and other digitol services for the

firsl lime.
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A swift exponsion of e-commerce wos olso
unleoshed. New online hobits were creoled
in the first lhree months of the pondemic,
occeleroting the odoption of digitol
technologies thot might hove token l0 yeors

lo achieve otherwise.s

When lockdowns ond sociol disloncing
meosures were pul in ploce, mony consumers
were compelled lo shop online ond use

other digitolservices (e.9., video chot, virtuol
doctor visits, ond online closses) for thefirst
iime. Surveys suggesl thot o vosl mojority of
new users found online seMces to be useful
ond convenient; mony soid they will contlnue
to use them permonently,e

But onxious consumers hove olso been
boosting their sovings. The personol soving
rote - the percenloge of disposoble income
thot people don'l spend - hit o record 33.6%

in April before folling to l4.l% in August,
for obove Februoryl 8.3% rote.io When
consumers prloritize soving, it moy help
individuol households build finonciol stobility
ond prepore for reiirement, bu, il con olso
hold bock the notion's economic groMh.

Trodilionol Retoilers on lhe Ropes

Big-box retdilers thol sellgroceries ond olher
goods in one ploce ond home-improvement
stores were deemed "essentiol" in the spring.

Regordless of locolvirus conditions, lhese
businesses hove remoined open for o steody
flow of customers eoger to stock up on food
ond other necessilies. As o result, they hove
generolly been oble to book heolthy profits]r

Meonwhile, temporory closures, copocity
limils, ond o drop-off in overoll customer

troffic hove token o toll on nonessenliol
retoilers thot couldn'l offer o convenienf
online shopping experience with home or
curbside delivery. The pondemic moy lond
the blow thot knocks out some fomilior brick-
ond-morlor retoilers, mony of which were
olreody buckling under excessive debi ond
fierce competilion from e-commerce gionts.

Reloil bonkruptcies ond slore closings ore

on trockfor o record yeor in 2020. By mid-
August, 29 U.S. retoilers hod filed for Chopler
l1 protection, including severol long-stonding
deportment-store choins. More thon I0,O00
permonent store closings hove olreody been
onnounced in 2020, vocoting roughly I50
million squore feet of physicol retoilspoce.''?

A Holidoy Seoson Like No Olher
Higher unemploymenl and woge cuts
might hove hod o more severe impocl on
consumer spending from Morch to October
were il not for the exponded unemployment
benefils ond stimulus checks delivered ro
consumers by the Coronovirus Aid, Relief, ond
Economic Security (CARES) Act. At the time
of lhis writing, Congress hod noi possed o
follow-up slimulus pqckoge, ond consumers

were focing new chollenges golng inlo the
holidoyseoson.

More thon ll million U.S. workers were slill
unemployed in October, before o notionwide
surge in virus coses ond hospitalizotions
sporked o new round of business restrictlons
ond closures in mid-November.r3ra CARES

Acl provisions thol offerfinonciol support
for offected consumers ond smollbusinesses
expire bythe end of December.

Holidoy solesfigures ore often considered (

economic boromeler, retleciing consumer
confidence ond funds for discretionory
spending. ln 2019, holidoy spending in

November ond December rose 4.1% over
2018, suggesting thol economic growth w
picking up sleom.r5 Bul holidoy shoppers
were blissfully unowore thol o pondemic v
on its wsy.

Block Fridoy holidoy deols ore designed to
creote d frenzy ond lure throngs ofshopp€
into stores. But retoilers seemed to ogree t
o different opprooch wos needed in 2020;
Promotions were otfered online ond eorlier

store hours were shorfened ond copqcity
wos limiled; ond unlike in post yeors, mosl
slores stoyed closed on Thonksgiving.

The prospecls for holidoy retoilsoles in 20

ote murky, but consumers ore expected lo
purchose more gifts online thon ever befor

- ond possiblyloo mony for shipments to
delivered on time, To be on the sofe side, t
Noflonol Retoil Federotion is recommendir
fhot consumers gettheir shopping done
eorly ond loke odvonloge ofcurbside
pickup.'5
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