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COLUMNIST – DATELINE AMERICA

Ho-ho-ho! ’Tis the Christ m a s
i ssue! ‘Merry Christ m a s’. as we
say here. ‘Happy Christ m a s’, as
t h ey say in the land where this
magazine is published. Bu t, ca l l
me Ebeneze r, my favo u r i te
childhood holiday has evo l ve d
i nto my lea st favo u r i te. 

My ‘Christmas Pa st’ was a
time to slow down, re -visit fa m i l y
and friends and abide by the
n ovel co n ce pt of, at lea st once a
yea r, treating ot h e rs with
k i n d n ess, co u rtesy and res p e c t. 

Va cations from work we re
m ea s u red in we e ks, not days.
H a l l owe’en, Th a n ksgiving and
finally Christmas we re all
ce l e b ra ted in their proper ord e r
with no co m p etition from the
u p coming holiday.

But the USA now derives a
full two - t h i rds of its tota l
e conomic activity fro m
consumer spending; and
C h r i stmas is the gas- g u zz l i n g
engine in this enormous
co m m e rcial ve h i c l e. 

So now, Christ m a s- t h e m e d
m ov i es are adve rt i sed in
Se ptember and open the fi rst
week in Nove m b e r. Christ m a s
d i s p l ays in sto res go up befo re
H a l l owe’en at the end of
O c to b e r. TV ads for Christ m a s
g i f ts and spending sa tu ra te the
a i r waves two months befo re Th e
D ay. Houses are deco ra ted the
d ay after Th a n ksgiving – which
this year happened on
N ovember 23.

I t’s all about how much yo u
spend and how much the lucky

re c i p i e nts can acq u i re. It’s about
re ceiving, not giving. And the
giving ca n n ot be a gift of time,
a tte ntion or love. It must be
m a terial. And not homemade.
We have to keep those fa c to r i es
in China operating at ca pa c i ty.

C h r i stmas predictions 
The National Retail Fe d e ra t i o n
est i m a tes sa l es will reach $474. 5
billion, a four per ce nt increa se
over 2006. e - m a r k e t e r t h i n ks
$37bn of this will come via
online activity. That re p rese nts
an 18.5 per ce nt increa se ove r
2006. Jupiter is a bit more
o pt i m i stic with a prediction of
$39bn – a 20 per ce nt increa se
over last yea r.

Some pundits are pre d i c t i n g
m o re dire res u l ts. 

Retail sa l es we re only up 0. 2
per ce nt in Octo b e r. Co n s u m e r
co nfi d e n ce is falling due to the
steep slump in housing sa l es
and tighter credit conditions due
to the sub-prime mortg a g e
m e l td own. Inflation remains low
but higher gasoline and fuel oil
p r i ces could burst that bubble.
Food costs are surging as we l l .
The stock market is volatile with
l a rge losses fo l l owed the nex t
d ay by large gains. 

Lu xury goods sa l es should
be very st rong as all of P res i d e nt
Bush and Vi ce - P res i d e nt C h e n ey ’s
friends and supporte rs are
coining money as fa st as it ca n
be made. But all is not rosy fo r
Bush and Cheney. 

Co n g ress is angry about the

We we re ta u g ht
that the
A m e r i can Drea m
was to own 
o n e’s home.
F i scal rea l i ty 
has inte r ve n e d .

’ Tis the season of re c e i v i n g

Co m m e rcialism has swamped the joy of
giving, says DOUG SAC KS, as the spectre 
of ‘Christmas Prese nts’ surfa ces once more.

p res i d e ntial veto of the domest i c
spending bill. The $606bn dollar
a p p ropriation to fund educa t i o n ,
h ealth and labour pro g ra m m es
was co n s i d e red too ex p e n s i ve by
Mr Bush. The $606bn was $10bn
over the Pres i d e nt’s pro p ose d
b u d g et but co ntained, as we say,
‘a lot of pork’ – more than 2,20 0
p et pro j e c ts of the legislato rs
k n own as ea r m a r ks. So, there
was some just i fi cation. 

But with the wa rs in Iraq and
Afg h a n i stan est i m a ted to cost
up to $2 .4 trillion – the war in
I raq acco u nting for 80 per ce nt
of that – vetoing a domestic bill
while claiming full war funding
m u st remain in effe c t, has many
in Co n g ress spitting nails. An
unpopular decision for an
unpopular wa r.

So, will this be a year of
ba rgains for the few co nfi d e nt
co n s u m e rs with money to
spend? Not like l y. 

L a st yea r, reta i l e rs we re
ca u g ht with excess inve nto r i es
l eading to price wa rs; the
co n s u m e rs benefi ted and the
reta i l e rs we re wounded. Profi ts
at major reta i l e rs dropped by
30-60 per ce nt. 

N ot so this yea r. 
Reta i l e rs are better pre pa re d .
M e rg e rs, and low inte rest

ra tes have given reta i l e rs a
st ronger ove rall position. Expecte d
s l ower sa l es growth has limite d
i nve nto r i es. Slashing retail jobs
has also occu r red, as has
u p g raded pricing, planning and
i nve ntory sof twa re. So the

reta i l e rs are rea d y. But are the
co n s u m e rs willing to co - o p e ra te?
Steep price cu ts may still be
n e cessary to ent i ce a co n s u m e r
ba se with shaken co nfi d e n ce. 

Economic ennui
The major ca u se of the
e conomic ennui is the
w i d es p read afte r- effect of the
i m p l osion of the sub-prime
m o rtgage market. 

We we re ta u g ht that the
A m e r i can Dream was to ow n
o n e’s home. Wall St re et’s gre e d
and crea t i ve bundling of high-
risk sub-prime mortg a g e
se cu r i t i es seemed to make that
a rea l i ty for almost eve r yone 
– at lea st until fi scal rea l i ty
i nte r vened. So, lots of people
who pro bably shouldn’t have
owned homes in the fi rst place
will lose them. 

And the rest of so c i ety will
s u ffer in the form of tighte r
c redit and lost co nfi d e n ce in a
damaged eco n o my. 

But maybe all is not bleak. 
A Christmas prese nt co m es

f rom across ‘The Pond’ – a
re p o rt ba sed on resea rch fro m
Warwick Unive rs i ty in the UK
i n d i ca tes that wides p rea d
h o m e ow n e rship may actu a l l y
h u rt the eco n o my. 

Who knew? 
P h ew! 
This news arrived just in

time; how co i n c i d e nta l !
Acco rding to sc h o l a r l y

resea rch, homeow n e rs are less
l i kely to be eco n o m i cally fl ex i b l e,

ie willing to fo l l ow jobs and
o p p o rtu n i t i es to other area s. So
u n e m p l oy m e nt may rise if a
wo r ker ref u ses to move and
l eave his home. 

And these pes ky
h o m e ow n e rs even have the
n e r ve to insist on tighter zo n i n g
restrictions to protect their
i nvest m e nts. 

This co m es at the ex p e n se
of unrest r i c ted deve l o p m e nt.
Let’s fo rg et about the benefi ts
of people becoming more
i nvested in their co m m u n i t i es,
working harder to mainta i n
p ro p e rty va l u es, improv i n g
sc h o o l s, supporting tow n
i nf ra st r u c tu res. 

Thank you, Wa r w i c k
U n i ve rs i ty, for that one piece of
good economic news.

I not i ced while resea rc h i n g
this column that diffe re nt
s u r veys and resea rc h
o rg a n i sations have signifi ca nt l y
d i ffe re nt pre d i c t i o n s. 

Is ove rall retail spending set
to rise four per ce nt over 20 0 6 ,
or will disa ster st r i ke as nervo u s
and ca s h - st rapped co n s u m e rs
look to co n so l i d a te? 

H ow this will affect the
fo u rth quarter of 20 07 and
Q u a rter One of 2008 reta i l e rs,
d i rect markete rs and the
e co n o my remains to be se e n .

P rof Douglas Sa c ks is an
a ss i sta nt professor of
m a r keting at New Yo r k
U n i ve rs i ty and an inte r n a t i o n a l
m a r keting co n s u l ta nt. 
E m a i l : sa c ks.d o u g l a s @ g m a i l .com
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