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Parents are currently preparing for a new school year in the 

face of a resurgence of the Covid-19 cases in many parts of the 

country. Consumers are expecting to spend at least as much as 

last year on back-to-school purchases, but what they are buying 

and where they are buying it are among the long list of things 

that have changed this year. Since 55% of students expect to 

be taking classes at home at least part of the time1, parents are 

anticipating spending significantly more to purchase technology 

and home furnishings to ensure their kids are productive. The 

amount they plan to spend on clothing and traditional school 

Exhibit 1: Consumers are buying technology and home furnishings to support study at home

Source: National Retail Federation (NRF)

supplies is more mixed. What is clear is the acceleration of 

online spending during the pandemic and that back-to-school 

shopping will follow this pattern. With broad dissatisfaction 

with the educational experience (or lack thereof) in the spring 

after schools shut down, parents are striving to outfit their 

homes with the proper IT equipment and the latest virtual 

learning tools.

The back-to-school surveys from Deloitte and the NRF (National 

Retail Federation) show spending increasing between 2% 

and 13%, respectively, for families with children in K-12. The 

NRF expects total spending for all families 

to increase by an even greater amount, 

which would be a huge increase compared 

to typical retail spending growth in the 

low-to-mid single digits. The likely driver 

of the surge in spending, should it occur, 

is the approximately 40% of consumers 

who intend to buy bigger ticket items for 

their homes including computers, home 

furnishings and other supplies (Exhibit 1). 

The mix of increasing needs, short-term 

stimulus, a fragile job market, and an 

ongoing pandemic allow for a wide range 

of potential outcomes.

With more than half of students expecting 

to attend school from home at least some 

of the time, both surveys show big jumps 
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Top items consumers plan to buy specifically because of e-learning

 1  https://nrf.com/media-center/press-releases/coronavirus-could-push-back-school-spending-record-level-uncertain
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Notes: N=1,200. All figures are given in US dollar. 
Source: Deloitte calculations on BTS market spend based on annual consumer survey projections and revised US current population surveys.

Exhibit 2: Estimated market spend by category (2017–2020)

in technology purchases for families with students in K-12 with 

smaller increases for college age students (Exhibit 2). Parents 

of younger students historically relied more on school-provided 

technology for their kid’s needs whereas college students buy 

more of their own. Therefore, K-12 spending growth is expected 

to be in the high 20% to mid 30% range. Anticipated spending 

growth for college students is in the range of flat to low double 

digits. Potential beneficiaries of this increased spending that 

we own the Harriscreen Core and U.S. Tactical Equity portfolios 

include Adobe (ADBE) which sells the Acrobat PDF program, 

Apple’s (AAPL) Mac computers, iPad tablets and AirPod 

headsets and Microsoft’s (MSFT) productivity and collaboration 

apps.

A key difference between the Deloitte and NRF surveys is how 

much families expect to spend on clothing as well as traditional 

school supplies. For K-12 students, families told Deloitte that 

they expect to reduce spending on clothing by 10% per family 

and spend 13% less on traditional school supplies versus 2019. 

In the NRF survey, clothing purchases are expected to drop 

about 2% per family while school supplies increase 11.8%. The 

different expectations in clothing and school supply purchases 

are a major reason why the headline results are so different.

Buying online has become increasingly popular and this year 

it was accelerated by Covid, with consumers avoiding going 

to the store. The back-to-school season is no different, with 

consumers planning to spend around 12% more of their budget 

online than last year. In our portfolios, Amazon (AMZN) is a key 

beneficiary of this trend; their sales growth reaccelerated after 

Covid popped up. Other companies that are executing well with 

buy online, pick up in store could also benefit on the margin, 

like Walmart (WMT) and Target (TGT).

Back-to-school spending gets a lot of press because historically 

it has comprised 17% of the year’s retail sales. It closely trails 

holiday sales which represents ~20% of sales in a typical year. 

Back-to-school sales also provide an early indication of the 
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Source: Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, BMO Wealth Management

Exhibit 3: U.S. Real Personal Income - Billions of Chained 2012 Dollars strength of the coming holiday sales, 

but this year anything could happen. 

Parents want the best for their kids 

and are concerned that school could 

be primarily virtual for a big portion 

of the year. Shared or slow computers 

may no longer suffice, and comfortable 

chairs and printers and headphones may 

become “needs” rather than “wants.” 

Due to stimulus checks and increased 

unemployment benefits, personal income 

has actually risen since the pandemic 

months (see Exhibit 3) so a similarly 

sharp rise in spending would normally 

be expected. However, this is anything 

but a normal back-to-school season. Soft 

results would be concerning, but strong 

results don’t necessarily have the same 

staying power of a typical year. 
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Disclosure

CFA® and Chartered Financial Analyst® are registered trademarks owned by CFA 
Institute. 

This report contains our opinion as of the date of the report. It is for general 
information purposes only and is not intended to predict or guarantee the 
future performance of any investment, investment manager, market sector, or 
the markets generally. We will not update this report or advise you if there is 
any change in this report or our opinion. The information, ratings, and opinions 
in this report are based on numerous sources believed to be reliable, such as 
investment managers, custodians, mutual fund companies, and third-party data 
and service providers. We do not represent or warrant that the report is accurate 
or complete. 

To the extent this report contains information about specific companies or 
securities, including whether they are profitable or not, it is being provided 
as a means of illustrating the investment manager’s investment thesis. The 
investment manager may or may not have invested in these securities at the 
time this report was prepared or is accessed by the reader. References to specific 
companies or securities are not a complete list of securities selected and not all 
securities selected in the referenced timeframe were profitable. 

Other Bank of Montreal affiliates, and their agents and employees, may provide 
oral or written market commentary or trading strategies to clients that reflect 
opinions that are contrary to the opinions expressed in this report. These same 
persons and affiliates may make investment decisions that are inconsistent 
with the recommendations or views expressed in this report. We and our 
affiliates, directors, officers, employees and members of their households, will 
from time to time have long or short positions in, act as principal in, and buy 
or sell, the securities referred to in this report. We and our affiliates, directors, 
officers, employees and members of their households, may have positions in 
the securities mentioned that are inconsistent with the views expressed by this 
report. 

This report is not intended to be a client-specific suitability analysis or 
recommendation, an offer to participate in any investment, a recommendation to 
buy, hold or sell securities, or a recommendation of any investment manager or 
investment strategy. Do not use this report as the sole basis for your investment 
decisions. Do not select an asset class, investment product, or investment 
manager based on performance alone. Consider all relevant information, 
including your existing portfolio, investment objectives, risk tolerance, liquidity 
needs and investment time horizon. 

Any forward-looking statements in this report involve known and unknown risks, 
uncertainties and other factors that may cause the actual performance of future 
markets to differ materially from the projections depicted in the report. Past 
performance is not indicative of future results and current performance may be 
higher or lower than that shown in the report. There can be no certainty as to 
the extent or depth of any market downturn, nor any assurance regarding the 
nature, extent or timing of markets rebounding. When evaluating the report, you 
are cautioned not to place undue reliance on these forward-looking statements, 
which reflect judgments only as of the date of the report. Investment returns 
fluctuate, and investments when redeemed, may be worth more or less than the 
original investment. 

Standardized performance returns include reinvestment of dividends, other 
income and capital gains, which depict performance without adjusting for 
the effects of taxation or the timing of purchases and sales. Performance 
data is presented without deducting the investment advisory fees and other 
charges that may be applicable. The deduction of such fees and other charges 
(and the compounding effect thereof over time) will reduce portfolio return. 
Unless otherwise indicated, traditional investment performance data generally 
represents a composite or representative portfolio return and is shown gross of 
the investment manager’s advisory fees. Unless otherwise indicated, alternative 
investment performance data is shown as net of fund expenses, management 
fees, and incentive fees. Index performance data is shown as total return. You 
cannot invest directly in an index. Due to a system conversion, the ability to 
manipulate or restate client specific performance data prior to December 31, 
2007, may be limited. 

Any discussions of specific securities, investment managers, or strategies are for 
informational purposes only and should not be considered investment advice. 
The report does not constitute an offer to sell or a solicitation to buy any security 
or investment product. Any offer to sell or solicitation to buy an interest in any 
private security, investment product or fund may only be made by receiving a 
confidential private offering memorandum, prospectus, investment advisory 
agreement or similar documents from the investment manager, which describes 
the material terms and various considerations and risks relating to such security, 
investment product or fund. 

Alternative investments, such as private equity and hedge funds, contain risks 
that are amplified when compared with other asset classes, such as illiquidity, 
stock or sector concentration, financial leverage, difficulties in valuation, and 
short selling. Alternative investment vehicles have minimal regulatory oversight 
and alternative managers have the latitude to employ numerous investment 
strategies with varying degrees of risk. 

We are not licensed or registered with any financial services regulatory authority 
outside of the United States. Non-U.S. residents who maintain U.S.-based 
financial services accounts with us may not be afforded certain protections 
conferred by legislation and regulations in their country of residence with 
respect to any investments, investment solicitations, investment transactions or 
communications made with us. 

You may not copy this report or distribute or disclose the information contained 
in the report to any third party, except with our express written consent or as 
required by law or any regulatory authority. 

“BMO Wealth Management” is a brand name that refers to BMO Harris Bank, 
N.A., BMO Family Office, LLC, BMO Harris Financial Advisers, Inc., BMO Delaware 
Trust Company, and certain affiliates that provide certain investment, investment 
advisory, trust, banking, securities, insurance and brokerage products and 
services. “BMO Family Office” is a brand name that refers to BMO Harris Bank, 
N.A., BMO Family Office, LLC, and BMO Delaware Trust Company. The BMO 
Family Office brand provides family office, investment advisory, investment 
management, trust, banking, deposit and loan products and services. These 
entities are all affiliates and owned by BMO Financial Corp., a wholly-owned 
subsidiary of the Bank of Montreal. Capital Advisory Services are offered by a 
division of BMO Harris Bank, N.A. Member FDIC. 
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Broker-dealer and investment advisory services and insurance products are 
offered through BMO Harris Financial Advisors, Inc. Member FINRA/SIPC. SEC-
registered investment adviser. 

Securities, investment advisory services and insurance products are offered 
through BMO Harris Financial Advisors, Inc. Member FINRA/SIPC. SEC-registered 
investment adviser. BMO Harris Financial Advisors, Inc. and BMO Harris Bank N.A. 
are affiliated companies. Securities and insurance products offered are: NOT FDIC 
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