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United States: Retail Sales Slump in December
By Francis Généreux, Senior Economist

HIGHLIGHTS

 f Retail sales tumbled 1.9% in December after rising 0.2% in 
November and 1.8% in October. Despite the weak monthly 
reading, retail sales were up 19.4% for the year after 
increasing 0.2% in 2020.

 f Motor vehicle sales dipped 0.4% in December. Gasoline 
station receipts fell 0.7%. Excluding motor vehicles and 
gasoline, sales were down 2.5% after slipping 0.1% in 
November.

 f Lower sales were led by nonstore retailers (‑8.7%), 
department stores (‑7.0%) and furniture stores (‑5.5%).

 f Industrial production declined 0.1% in December after 
rising 0.7% in November (revised upward from 0.5%). 
Manufacturing output dipped 0.3% and energy production 
fell 1.5%. Mining production was up 2.0%.

COMMENTS

December’s weak retail sales report came as a surprise. Supply 
chain snarls likely constrained monthly sales volumes and 
prompted consumers to start their holiday shopping in October. 
There were probably also seasonal adjustment issues with the 
data. These could sort themselves out in the January report. 
The lower figures likely weren’t attributable to Omicron, which 
didn’t hit till later in the month. Previous waves of the virus drove 
consumer spending online, but nonstore sales saw their biggest 
monthly decline in a year. Weak retail sales and higher consumer 
prices will likely hamper December’s real consumption growth 
and fourth quarter real GDP gains.

Industrial production wasn’t as weak as retail sales. The 
December decline in manufacturing was due in part to a 1.3% 
drop in auto production after two months of strong gains. 
Aerospace and metal production was also lower. Unusually warm 
December weather led to lower energy production. That figure 
should rebound given the colder temps we’ve seen so far in 
January.
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IMPLICATIONS

Under normal circumstances, the Federal Reserve would tread 
carefully in response to December’s weak retail sales, the 
diminution in manufacturing and modest job gains. But it will 
likely consider a March interest rate liftoff given soaring inflation.

GRAPH
Retail sales were still up sharply on the year

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau and Desjardins, Economic Studies

2021 retail sales growth – Annual average

Annual variation in %
47.3

36.0
31.4 29.5 27.0 26.9 26.8

23.5 21.3 19.4
14.3 14.1

9.8
4.4

0

10

20

30

40

50

Cl
ot

hin
g

Ga
so

lin
e

sta
tio

ns

Fo
od

 se
rv

ice
s

Re
cre

at
ion

Fu
rn

itu
re

Ot
he

r

Ele
ctr

on
ics

M
ot

or
 ve

hic
les

De
pa

rtm
en

t
sto

re
s

TO
TA

L

No
ns

to
re

re
ta

ile
rs

Bu
ild

ing
m

at
er

ial
s

He
alt

h 
an

d
pe

rso
na

l c
ar

e
Fo

od
 an

d
be

ve
ra

ge
 st

or
es

http://desjardins.com/economics

