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Weak Year For Retail  

Although it is true that gasoline sales continued to put downward pressure 

on the retail sales number, a consequence of the plunge in gasoline prices, 

the overall result for this important indicator for consumer demand was 

disappointing overall. Retail sales were up only 2.2 percent on a year-

earlier basis, compared to an increase of 3.5 percent during the whole of 

2014. Gasoline sales were down 1.1 percent in December and plunged  

14.6 percent versus December of 2014.  

Once again, automobile sales were in the driver seat of retail sales during 

the year, even if those sales slowed down to a trickle by the end of  

2015 recording no change for December. However, on a year-earlier basis, 

motor vehicle and parts dealers’ sales were up 6.1 percent, the fourth 

strongest sector during the year.  

The strongest sectors of retail during the year were sporting goods, hobby, 

book and music store sales increasing 0.9 versus November and 7.6 percent 

versus December 2014. Meanwhile, non-store retailers inched up  

0.3 percent in the month and were up 7.1 percent versus 2014. Once again 

food services and drinking places sales continued to surge as has been the 

case since the end of the recession. The sector posted another very strong 

year, increasing 6.7 percent on a year-over-year basis. Another solid sector 

during the year was housing-related goods sales. Furniture and home 

furnishing store sales rose a strong 6.0 percent from its year-ago level and 

increased 0.9 percent in December. Building material, garden equipment 

and supplies sales were also up 0.7 percent in December and 4.2 versus a 

year earlier.   

Perhaps the best news in this release was that the November retail sales 

performance was revised up from 0.2 percent 0.4 percent. However, the 

revision did little to change the tone of a weak fourth quarter for consumer 

spending. 

Control Group Sales and Holiday Sales  

According to the report, Holiday Sales were up 2.6 percent versus our 

estimate of 3.4 percent. Meanwhile, control group sales, which feed directly 

into the calculation of GDP, also disappointed at the end of the year. 

Control group retail sales dropped 0.3 percent in the month compared to 

an expectation of a 0.3 percent increase and November’s growth was 

downgraded to 0.5 percent versus the originally reported 0.6 percent. With 

this result, it is clear that consumer demand ended the year on a weak note 

and thus we should expect that there would be downward revisions to 

personal consumption growth for the last quarter of the year. The question 

that remains is: where are Americans putting the stash of cash saved by low 

gasoline prices?  
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A Disappointing Year For Holiday Sales  
Retail sales dropped 0.1 percent in December to end a very disappointing year for the sector. Once again, 
gasoline sales put downward pressure on overall retail numbers by slipping 1.1 percent in December. 
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