Retail Real Estate Business Conditions

Vol. 4 No. 37

Economic Perspective
Record-High Share of Holiday Gift Cards
Key Findings from U.S. Holiday Consumer Survey

The ICSC Consumer Holiday Shopping Survey found that for
2007, consumers plan to shop later than in 2006 or 2005. Although
22 percent of consumers already started their holiday shopping
before Halloween that was lower than the 24 percent or 29 percent
reporting the same in 2006 and 2005, respectively. As shown in
Chart 1, the actual (through Halloween) and planned start of their
holiday shopping through the day before Thanksgiving is expected to
be lower as well—42 percent of consumers in 2007 versus 45
percent in 2006 and 48 percent in 2005. The importance of this late
start should not be overlooked—it has considerable implication for
the likely amount of merchandise purchased and type of merchandise
bought (let alone worry for retailers). Although the survey found
about the same distribution of consumers saying they would spend
more or substantially more and less or substantially less than the
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Research and conducted among a national prob-
ability sample of 1,009 adults comprising 507 men
and 502 women 18 years of age and older, living
25 in private households in the continental United
States. The poll had a margin of error of plus or
minus four percentage points for the entire sample
and was collected from a telephone poll by Opin-
ion Research Corporation during the period of
October 25-28, 2007.
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prior year (as shown in Chart 2), the most significant story is the
continued record high penetration of gift cards as a holiday gift.

To a degree, explaining the continuing later holiday start, this
same survey found that consumers plan to hold their gift-card
share of total holiday spending about even with last year’s record
expenditure share—with 54 percent reporting the same and 20
percent both higher and lower. Consumers spent about 18 percent
of their 2006 total holiday merchandise gift expenditures on gift
cards, which was up from an estimated 13 percent in 2005. With
nearly one-in-five holiday gift dollars going into gift cards, this
factor again will underscore evolving holiday trends. The
November-December spending period is likely to be weaker than
otherwise for retailers as gift-card expenditures (which are not
sales until they are redeemed) siphon off sales from the traditional
holiday shopping period into what we have dubbed the “new”
holiday period, which is inclusive of January. Indeed, the survey
found that in 2006/7 about 30 percent of those gift cards were
redeemed after Christmas through the end of January and we
expect this redemption pattern will be largely similar in 2007/8.

So, what will consumers be buying this year as holiday gifis?
At the top of shopping list is apparel, cited by 69 percent of
consumers, followed by, music CDs and DVDs (62%); and gift
cards at 61 percent. Other popular items include toys and games
(56%) cash (51%); perfume/cologne or cosmetics and books/
magazines (both 42%); jewelry (38%); consumer electronics or
appliances (37%); kitchen and houseware/appliances and
hardware/tools (both 32%); and experiential gifts (31%).

Another telling story from the survey is that consumers are
likely to be very price conscious. Of those 27 percent of
households expecting to spend less this holiday season, 60 percent
plan to buy less expensive gifts. Consumers with a household
income of between $25,000 and $35,000 are most pessimistic on
their holiday spending with 42 percent of that group planning to be
more frugal this year.

Add these trends to the economic backdrop, retailers will
likely worry where the consumer is (late shopping) and how
promotional they will have to be to entice them to spend.
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