Supplemental E-commerce Table
Explanatory Material
The supplemental e-commerce table, Sales for U.S. Electronic Shopping and Mail-Order Houses (NAICS 4541) – Total and E-commerce by Primary Business Activity (2015-2018), provides data users with additional information about the retail e-commerce activity in NAICS 4541 for 2015 through 2018. 
Companies in the Annual Retail Trade Survey are classified by their major type of business using the North American Industry Classification System (NAICS). If a company operates in more than one industry, it is asked to report for each industry separately. This allows the company’s data to be tabulated in the correct industries. (Note that this only refers to operating different types of stores, not to selling multiple types of products within a single type of store.) When a company has a large e-commerce segment, typically with separate warehousing facilities, ARTS considers this a separate industry from the company’s brick-and-mortar NAICS classifications. 

For companies with separate store and e-commerce components as described above, the supplemental e-commerce table reallocates the sales of the NAICS 4541 component to the primary business activity (3-digit NAICS code) of the company. 'Primary business activity' refers to the 3-digit NAICS code having the most sales for the company when the sample was selected. For example, consider two separate companies (Company A and Company B) that both have a brick-and-mortar component (NAICS code 448110, which is Men's Clothing Stores) and an e-commerce component (NAICS code 454111, which is Electronic Shopping). When the sample was selected, the majority of Company A's sales were under NAICS code 448110. Consequently, the primary business activity of Company A is 448, and the sales of the NAICS 4541 component of Company A are under 448 in the supplemental table. Conversely, when the sample was selected, the majority of Company B's sales were under NAICS code 454111. Thus, for Company B, the primary business activity is 454, and the sales of the NAICS 4541 component of Company B are under 454 in the supplemental table. Companies without a brick-and-mortar component remain classified under NAICS 454.  

What information does the supplemental e-commerce table provide?

The supplemental e-commerce table breaks down the NAICS 4541 total and e-commerce sales data presented in the main ARTS e-commerce table. The first row in the supplemental table shows the total sales and e-commerce sales featured in the NAICS 4541 row of U.S. Retail Trade Sales – Total and E-commerce (1998-2018). These sales are then broken down based on the primary NAICS code (business activity) of each company included in those NAICS 4541 estimates. (Here, primary NAICS code refers to the 3-digit NAICS level having the most sales for the company when the sample was selected. For more information on sample design, please review the Annual Retail Trade Survey methodology page.)

What are the limitations of the supplemental e-commerce table?

The supplemental table does not show all retail e-commerce sales, because it only represents NAICS 4541. Consequently, data users will need to review Sales for U.S. Electronic Shopping and Mail-Order Houses (NAICS 4541) – Total and E-commerce by Primary Business Activity (2015-2018) and U.S. Retail Trade Sales – Total and E-commerce (1998-2018) in order to develop a complete picture of U.S. e-commerce activity for the retail sector.

It is important to note that the sample was not designed to produce estimates within NAICS 4541 by 3-digit NAICS. The amount of sampling error and nonsampling error with some estimates may be substantial. In addition, the variance estimation method has limitations when being applied to the supplemental e-commerce estimates. As a result, the produced measures of reliability in Measures of Sampling Variability – Sales for U.S. Electronic Shopping and Mail-Order Houses (NAICS 4541) – Total and E-commerce by Primary Business Activity (2015-2018) may underestimate the sampling variability. The U.S. Census Bureau recommends that individuals use these estimates with caution, as sampling error and nonsampling error could affect the conclusions drawn from the estimates.
Companies classified in NAICS 4541 may have data in more than one 3-digit NAICS level. In this table, the company is only tabulated in the primary NAICS code. 

The supplemental table only represents data from 2015 to 2018, while the main e-commerce table has data back to 1998. A new sample was introduced for survey year 2016. (Please see the Annual Retail Trade Survey methodology page for more information.) 

What information does the main ARTS e-commerce table provide?

The main ARTS e-commerce table, U.S. Retail Trade Sales – Total and E-commerce (1998-2018), shows the distribution of the total and e-commerce sales in the retail sector (NAICS 44-45) at the 3-digit NAICS level. It also lists the NAICS 4541 total and e-commerce sales. For this table, the e-commerce divisions of brick-and-mortar companies generally would be included in NAICS 4541 (as long as they do not primarily fulfill e-commerce orders from their stores).   

What are the limitations of the main ARTS e-commerce table?

The e-commerce divisions of brick-and-mortar companies typically would be included in NAICS 4541. The main e-commerce table indicates that the estimate of the e-commerce sales in NAICS 4541 was approximately 86.9% of total retail e-commerce sales in the United States in 2018. Without further detail, data users are unable to obtain a complete picture of the e-commerce trends within the various retail industries.

What is the difference between total sales and e-commerce sales for each row of the supplemental e-commerce table?  

E-commerce sales are sales of goods and services where the buyer places an order, or the price and terms of the sale are negotiated, over an Internet, mobile device (M-commerce), extranet, Electronic Data Interchange (EDI) network, electronic mail, or other comparable online system. (Payment for these goods and services may or may not be made online.)

NAICS 4541 (Electronic Shopping and Mail-Order Houses) consists of establishments primarily engaged in retailing all types of merchandise using non-store means, such as catalogs, toll-free telephone numbers, or electronic media. Establishments primarily engaged in retailing from catalog showrooms of mail-order houses are also included in NAICS 4541. Thus, companies in NAICS 4541 can generate sales that are not classified as e-commerce sales (e.g., catalog sales).  

The total sales estimates in the supplemental e-commerce table include e-commerce sales.  
Will ARTS continue to collect and define e-commerce transactions in the same manner in upcoming years?

Many retailers are moving away from operating their e-commerce segments separately from their store segments. These companies fulfill orders from their individual stores rather than from a central warehouse. This may impact how ARTS collects and defines e-commerce transactions in the future. 

Source: Retail Trade Branch, Economy-wide Statistics Division, U.S. Census Bureau
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