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Retailers reap measured holiday sales cheer 
Results show mediocre returns on promotions, but experts say it's not bad, 
given the times. 
Nathan Hurst / The Detroit News 

DEARBORN -- Deep discounts, round-the-clock marathon hours and other gimmicks failed to give 
merchants the moderate Christmas-season boost they were hoping for, according to preliminary industry 
numbers released Thursday.  

But the holiday shopping period, which officially ended Monday, could have been a lot worse, experts say.  

Retail sales in the November-December holiday season grew 2.5 percent, according to an estimate by the 
New York-based International Council of Shopping Centers.  

Another initial report from Standard & Poor's Equity Research Services arm 
estimated a 3 percent to 3.5 percent boost for the season, driven mostly by 
last-minute purchases and spending from consumers using gift cards after 
the holiday.  

Both early reports peg growth well below the 4 percent projected in late 
October by the National Retail Federation, a trade group headquartered in 
Washington, D.C.  

"It may have been lower than what some expected," said Scott Watkins, a 
consultant with Anderson Economic Group in East Lansing. "But all things 
considered, it's still a notable performance. It's still an increase."  

Indeed, the nation's retailers ran up against one of the toughest economic 
situations in years for spenders, who had a lot more than Christmas wish 
lists competing for discretionary dollars already depleted by rising fuel, food 
and utility costs.  

Housing slump among issues 
Also dampening the gift-giving spirits of consumers was the nation's housing 
slump -- which has hit Michigan particularly hard -- and the accompanying 
decline in home prices. A recent S&P report pegged Metro Detroit home 
values down 11.5 percent in the third quarter compared with the same period 
in 2006, which made consumers like Jim Slopak hesitate to spend too much 
on Christmas presents.  

The 36-year-old design engineer from Allen Park figures the value on his 
three-bedroom ranch home has dropped about 15 percent since he 
purchased it in late 2005. That means he owes the bank more than the home 
is currently worth, something that makes him nervous about buying much 
more than necessities.  

"I've still got a steady paycheck, but the house problems are putting a lot of 
pressure on me to keep the spending under control," Slopak said.  

To save money, Slopak kept his gift-giving limited to a select few family 
members and friends, and only bought items he could find on sale.  

Mich. results more dour 
The sluggish growth in nationwide retail sales is the worst since 2004, when sales inched up 2.3 percent 
over 2003, according to ICSC figures. It also falls below the 4.6 percent average annual growth reported by 
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the National Retail Federation over the past decade.  

The early reports are seen by experts as a strong early predictor of what final holiday sales tallies from 
merchants will look like when they're released later this month. Most chains have yet to release individual 
results.  

For Michigan merchants, early reports are even more dour.  

Tom Scott, senior vice present of communications and marketing at the Michigan Retailers Association, 
said his organization is expecting final holiday reports to be flat for the state's retailers, based on initial 
sales counts tallied from credit and debit card purchases throughout the season.  

That's below the group's initial estimate of 2 percent growth over last year's holiday season, but -- in a state 
with the nation's highest jobless rate -- better than what could have easily turned out to be a decline, Scott 
said.  

"Given the economic troubles we're seeing here, this could've been much worse," Scott said. "And we still 
have a while to go with gift card redemptions."  

Both national and local experts agree that gift card sales -- which don't count as revenue until the cards are 
redeemed -- have pushed some merchandise sales from the traditional holiday season well into January.  

The retail federation estimated gift card sales to reach $26.3 billion in 2007, a 6 percent increase over the 
year before.  

Internet sales continued to grow as well, with online research firm ComScore Inc. estimating a 19 percent 
increase in online holiday sales over 2006. The company estimated $27.9 billion was spent for holiday gifts 
purchased over the Web this year.  
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