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Memorandum 

To:   Dr. Christopher Shamburg 

From: Susan Van Alstyne 

Date: August 20, 2017 

Re: Quarterly changes in United States e-commerce, from the first quarter of 2009 through 

the first quarter of 2010 

 

The increase of e-commerce has had an impact on the retail industry.  A snapshot of data 

covering e-commerce in the United States will illustrate the quarterly changes from the first 

quarter of 2009 through the first quarter of 2010 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, Release Number: 

CB16-RTQ.03, 2016).  The census.gov site provides a brief but thorough FAQs section that 

provides details about the retrieval of quarterly data.  Retail e-commerce sales are estimated 

using the Monthly Retail Trade Survey (MRTS) and the Quarterly E-Commerce Methodology 

(2017) details the data collection process.  

In the first quarter of 2009, adjusted U.S. retail e-commerce sales are increasing each quarter but 

not at the same rate of increase.  Since the values are adjusted and updated quarterly, Figure 1 

data is retrieved from the latest release of the Quarterly U.S. Retail Sales Estimated (Adjusted) 

report dated August 17, 2017. 

 
Figure 1. Estimated Quarterly U.S. E-Commerce (Adjusted). The numbers of the y-axis represent e-
commerce sales in millions. The right-hand, secondary y-axis represents the time series calculation of the 
percent change from quarter to quarter.  
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There is a significant increase from first quarter of 2009 to the third quarter, and then the 

numbers of e-commerce sales remain steady with only a 1.9% increase for the fourth quarter of 

2009.  Sales start to pick up in the first quarter of 2010. Table 1 compares e-commerce sales and 

to retail sales. E-commerce as a percentage of total sales is minimal, and the table displays the 

information.  Other factors may have influenced the steady growth of e-commerce such as mass 

layoffs and changes in employment statistics (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2009). The difference 

between the quarterly percentage change in total retail sales and e-commerce sales is significant. 

E-commerce sales continue to increase at a more rapid rate than overall retail sales.  

Table 1  

 
Estimated Quarterly U.S. Retail Sales (Adjusted): Total and E-commerce 
(Estimates are based on data from the Monthly Retail Trade Survey and administrative records.)  

  
Note. Table data is adjusted and reproduced from Latest Quarterly E-Commerce Report retrieved from 
https://www.census.gov/retail/index.html#ecommerce 
 

A comparison of the adjusted and non-adjusted data shown in Figure 2 provides some insight 

into differences of the data depending on what point the data is collected during the e-commerce 

cycle.  

 
Figure 2. Estimated Quarterly U.S. E-Commerce (non-adjusted) Estimated Quarterly U.S. E-Commerce 
(Adjusted). The numbers of the y-axis represent e-commerce sales in millions. The right-hand, secondary 
y-axis represents the time series calculation of the percent change from quarter to quarter.  
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Figure 3 shows the difference in adjusted and not adjusted data, and the difference between the 

two.  The adjusted rate is influenced by many factors including seasonal data such as holidays, 

trading factors in addition to the time the data is collected.  Depending on the purpose, reviewing 

the adjusted data may provide a more accurate reflection of e-commerce sales. 

 

 

Figure 3 Not Adjusted vs. Adjusted Quarterly Data. The numbers of the y-axis represent e-commerce 
sales in millions.  
 

Conclusion 

 

Using the snapshot of historical data of e-commerce sales as an example, there has been a steady 

increase in e-commerce sales regardless of external economic factors.  E-commerce sites are 

available 24 hours a day while physical retail establishments are not.  Even when overall retail 

sales decrease from quarter to quarter, e-commerce sales remain steady. 
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