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Consumers get shopping fever

Optimism sends people back to stores
after hibernating from skimping

By Jayne 0'Doanell
USA TODAY J

Cheryl Stewart got laid
off a vear ago, o she and
her hushand slowed their
spending. Recently, she
started buying clothes and
redecorating her daugh-
ler's ropm, and is prepar
ing to buy furnitire.

She’s on a budget, but
the Balimore mother of
two says though she is still
not working, she’s simply
tired of “denying myself
for so long.”

Jane Scoft cut back last
fall on pricey haircuts, din-
ners out with her husband
and clothes shopping. But
Scoft's employer has ab

moving  holiday-related
sales that would have oc-
curred in April into March.

Still, sales in every cate-
gory of retail are “up, up,
up,” says Phil Rist of BI-
Gresearch, a consumer in-
telligence firm. But he re-
mains @a bit guarded.
“We're goingin the correct
direction, but it's going to
take some time.”

Back to shopping

Economists and retail
experts say people are re-
leasing their “pent-up de-
mand.”

“Thrift cnly lasts so long.
You eventually have to re-
place stuff,” says David
Wyss, chief economist at

' See SHOP an page 15A

tracted new clients, and
she feels more secure in
her job. .

So the Jacksonville, I,
customer Service repre-
sentative has been spend-
ing on “things that were
more wanls than needs”’
and has ‘a new warnr
weatherwardrobe to show
for it.

' Paige Worthy, awriterin
Chicago, confesses to hav-
ing “spring spending fe-
ver.”

She says she is “support-
ing” several home furnish-

public too good to pass up.

‘Worthy, who “actually
never stopped shopping,”
finds she’s spending even
more now,

A government panel of
economists can't agree on
when — or even whether
~— the recession has end-
ed. And seven in 10 con-
sumers i a BIGresearch
poll this morth say they
think the country is still in
a recession. But econtormic
optimism is showing up in
shopping carts and in
many consumer polls.

So many people have
stepped up shopping that
last month’s retail sales
compared with March

cal, but Walmart’s sales in-
creases gre less notable
than they were a year ago,
luxury retail sales are way
up, and furniture stores
seemn to be making acome-

back.

There are many reasons
optimism remaing cat-
tious in most quarters,
however.

March sales were being
compared with one of the
lowest points in retail his-
tory. The unemployment
rate remains dismal at
9.7%. A snowy start to the
year for much of the coun-
try, followed by watmer-
than-usual weather, gave
those who could finally

Afier two months of de-
cline, consulting firm De-
loitte’s Consumer. Spend-
ing Index moveil upward in
March to a level that's al-
most 2% times what it was
in March 2009.

Delpitte, which uses the
index fo track consumer
cash flow to help predict fi-
ture spending, said the in-
crease was because of the
decline in initial unemploy=
ment claims — which
peaked a year ago — and
lower tax rates thanks 1o
last year’s federal govern-
ment stimulus package.

In a survey of 8200 con-
sumers April 613, BlGre
search found almost a third
described themselves as
confident in the economy.
That's up slightly from
March and far ahead of
April 2008 and 2008 but still
lags considerably behind
the period from April 2004
through 2007.

gist Mark Anglin, but many

clothing, shees and some
home furnishings is also
brighter than it has beenin
the past two years.

Retail consulting firm
Kurt Salmon Associates
says its research shows
thereisanew “Tthink I sur-
vived the recession” men-
tality among consumers.
Many feel that if they we-
ren’t laid off, they likely

won't be, Stll. the firm is

predicting lackluster April
retail sales and believes re- -
tailers need to view March
and Amil results together

to get a more realistic view |
of where the economy real- |

Iy is right now.

People are beginning to
feel better than they did six
to nine months ago, says
Kurt Salmon retail strate-

don't think they'll be able to
move from the;lr hqmes for

ing stores, including Crate 2009 showed the biggest shop a reason to buy even
& Barrel and West Elm, increase in more than 10 more,
and finding the deals at ]. years. Many purchases  Also, Easter fell almosta
Crew, Gap and Banana Re-  still tend toward the practi- week earlier than last year,
= many yeaurs, often because
Standard & Poor’s. "Pm]’mﬂ Most still say they are fo-  they owe more than the
are {_nﬂ]ﬂﬂg up for lost cused on savings, yet the home is worth. So they're
time. 90-day outlook for sales of starting to spend on

clothes and make afforda:
ble investments in their
homes. .
“A lot of consumers rec-
ognize that they haven'
spent money on the house
in'a number of vears,” says
Anglin. “They're not mak-
ing maior purchases Tout
are making smaller puor-
chases that can unprove
their quality of life, like
kitchen or decorative
items.” :
Style consultant Sherrie
Mathieson says her clients

' were simply nervous about

shopping much of last year.
But thev're geiting their
courage back.

“As the stock market
makes up for losses, people
allow themselves to buy
again,” says Mathieson,

who is baséd in New York-

City and Scottsdale, Ariz.
“Interestingly, the ap-
proach is for better, higher-



