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retail happens in stores and online, on social media and in person. Government 
data isn’t organized to reflect a modern, multichannel retail experience, so 
reports on retail employment and sales don’t tell the full story.

LEARN MORE ABOUT THE GROWING, TRANSFORMING RETAIL INDUSTRY AT: 

nrf.com/futureofretail

The marketers for this retailer work at headquarters, not a store, 
so the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ reports on employment 
won’t count them as retail employees.

A CUSTOMER SEES A 
MOBILE AD FOR A TV SOLD 
BY A MAJOR RETAILER.

Even if they're employed by a retailer, 
call center employees are not 
counted as retail employees. 

THE CUSTOMER RECEIVES HER 
NEW TV AND CALLS CUSTOMER 
SERVICE WITH A QUESTION 
ABOUT INSTALLATION.

Warehouse employees are not 
counted as retail employees.

THE ORDER IS SENT TO THE 
RETAILER’S WAREHOUSE, 
WHERE AN EMPLOYEE 
PACKS AND PREPARES 
THE TV FOR PICKUP.

Retail has changed a lot since 
1997, but the classification 
system used by the government 
to measure the industry is two 
decades old. The system was 
designed before smartphones, 
social media and pervasive 
online shopping.

DATA 
DILEMMA
HOW GOVERNMENT DATA 
TELLS AN INCOMPLETE STORY 
ABOUT RETAIL

This system — called NAICS — drives the data points in major reports on jobs and sales, but doesn’t tell 
the full story of retail’s growth and transformation. Take a look at any typical modern retail transaction 
— like the one shown here — to see how retail reporting is out of sync with today’s retail reality.

TODAY, 

Revenue from this online 
purchase won’t count toward 
annual sales for department 
stores.

THE CUSTOMER PURCHASES 
THE TV ON A DEPARTMENT 
STORE WEBSITE.

SOLD IN A STORE

SAME PRODUCT, SAME RETAILER

NEW

BUY

SOLD ONLINE

IMPROPER 
CLASSIFICATION
Ecommerce is a type of 
transaction, not a retail 
sector. However, sales that 
take place online are 
categorized as ecommerce 
sales rather than attributed to 
the business sector of the 
retailer. This make retail 
sales figures for sectors 
like department stores 
seem lower than they 
actually are.

PRODUCTS SOLD 
IN A STORE ARE

CORRECTLY 
ATTRIBUTED

TO THE BUSINESS 
SECTOR OF

THE RETAILER.

PRODUCTS 
SOLD 

ONLNE ARE 
ATTRIBUTED TO 
THE ECOMMERCE

‘BUSINESS 
SECTOR’.

 


