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2025 Back to School Preview 
KEY TAKEAWAYS 

 
Despite persistent economic volatility, U.S. consumers are maintaining a healthy spending pace in 2025, though 
confidence in the outlook is softening. In July, the Conference Board’s Consumer Confidence Index (CCI) rose to 97.2 
from 95.2 in June, but remained below the 100.3 reading from July 2024. The modest gain reflects improved 
sentiment around inflation, though core CPI came in at 3.1%, its highest annual rate since February. An NRF survey 
found 72% of consumers expect higher prices this season, and over half began shopping early to get ahead of tariff-
driven cost increases. While online sales are projected to remain strong, many shoppers continue to value in-store 
experiences with their families, favoring mass merchandisers such as Walmart and off-price formats like TJX. 

Retail sales for July (ex-fuel and auto) rose a modest 0.2%. The main BTS (kindergarten through 12th grade) and BTC 
categories saw solid gains: furniture and home furnishings (+1.4%), department stores (+0.9%) and clothing (+0.7%), 
while electronics declined 0.6%. Although July’s retail sales indicate healthy spending, it remains uneven; higher-
income consumers continue to spend on discretionary items, whereas middle- and lower-income consumers are 
facing tighter budgets and relying more on credit. The New York Fed reported total credit card debt rose to $1.21 
trillion at the end of 2Q, up 6% YOY, with delinquencies ticking higher. 

The NRF forecasts BTS spending will increase 1.5% to $39.40 billion, the second-highest year on record, while BTC 
spending is projected to grow 2.5% to $88.80 billion. Per household, the NRF estimates $858 for BTS and $1,326 for 
BTC, down 1.9% and 2.9%, respectively. Deloitte projects BTS spending at $30.90 billion, or $570 per child, down 
$16 from 2024. Both surveys highlight shoppers prioritizing value: per Deloitte, 65% will choose affordable retailers 
over preferred stores, 51% plan to buy private labels, and 75% are willing to switch brands if prices rise.  

Omnichannel shopping remains a key theme. Deloitte reports 81% of BTS shoppers will use multiple channels, with 
an average online spend of $601, 20% above the in-store average of $501. Still, brick-and-mortar traffic is 
dominant: According to JLL, over 90% of shoppers plan to visit at least one store, with 47% visiting two to three 
retailers. Alternative options like BOPIS and curbside are losing share, falling from ~31% last year to 20% this year. 
Mass merchandisers and online stores remain the top destinations, followed by off-price and discount stores. 
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Value dominates with households trading down to private label, secondhand, and off-price formats 
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Tariffs drove earlier shopping, with two-thirds of consumers starting purchases by July 
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Back-To-School (BTS) and Back-to-College (BTC) spending expected to grow modestly (+1.5% and +2.5%) 
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Omnichannel remains a key theme with over two-thirds of shoppers expected to use multiple channels 

 



retailstat.com 

 

SPECIAL ANALYSIS 2025 BACK TO SCHOOL PREVIEW – August 22, 2025 – Page 2 of 6 

 

 

 

Amazon’s Prime Day (July 8–11) highlighted the importance of the season, with sales surging 30% to $24.10 billion. 
According to Adobe Analytics, online sales significantly advanced in the BTS- and BTC-defined categories; school 
supplies (+175%), office supplies (+105%), dorm essentials (+84%), kid’s apparel (+250%) and electronics (+95%) 
were up during the three-day shopping event. Walmart and Target ran parallel promotions, with Target Circle Week 
(July 6–12) offering up to 50% off, and Walmart continuing its push on low-priced BTS essentials. 
 
Ultimately, families view BTS and BTC shopping as essential, but tighter budgets are shaping behavior. Value, 
convenience, and flexibility remain top priorities, with shoppers spreading out purchases, extending budgets, and 
turning to private-label, second-hand, and discount alternatives. While retailers face margin pressure from heavier 
promotions, those delivering affordability and seamless experiences, particularly mass and online players, are best 
positioned to capture share. 
 

BTS and BTC NRF Survey 

Total Spending: 
• NRF estimates: BTS $39.40 billion 

and BTC $88.80 billion, up 1.5% and 
2.5% from 2024, respectively. 

• Deloitte estimates: BTS $30.90 
billion, down 1.3% from 2024. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Per Household / Per Child Spending: 

• NRF: $858 BTS spend per household, 
$1,326 BTC. 

• Deloitte: $570 per child for BTS; 
lower-income households increasing 
spending due to higher prices, while 
middle- and higher-income 
households reduce spending slightly 
amid economic uncertainty. 

 

 

Top Spending Categories: 

• NRF: For both BTS and BTC shoppers, clothing, shoes, school supplies and electronics remain the top 
purchasing categories. Additionally, 65% of BTC shoppers plan to buy home furnishings this year, up from 
59% in 2024.  

• Deloitte (see above): Expects its largest BTS category (clothing and accessories) to grow 6% to $13.40 
billion; Expecting an 8% decline to $7.90 billion in electronics and a 3% decline in school supplies to $7.20 
billion. 
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Timing of Spending: 

• NRF: 67% of BTS and BTC 
shoppers started buying 
items for the upcoming 
school year in July, up from 
the 55% to 56% range during 
2022-2024, and the highest 
on record since the NRF 
begun tracking early 
shopping in 2018. 

• 51% of NRF respondents got 
a head start due to concerns 
about tariff-related price 
increases; 84% still have at 
least half of their purchases 
left to complete, with 47% of 
survey respondents waiting 
for the best deals, 39% not 
yet knowing what items they 
need and 24% planning to 
spread out their budgets. 

• Deloitte: 61% of planned 
spending will occur by the end 
of July (vs. 66% in 2024), while 
49% of parents are planning 
to spread out their budgets. 
46% of consumers planned to 
shop for their BTS items on 
Amazon’s Prime Day (vs. 48% 
in 2024). 
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Spending by Format: 

• NRF: 55% of BTS and 48% of BTC shoppers will use online stores this year, down from 57% and 50%, 
respectively. 

• Deloitte: 81% of BTS shoppers plan to use multiple channels (vs. 70% in 2024). Mass merchandisers (83%) 
remain the top choice for BTS shopping, followed by online (68%) and off-price retailers (38%). 

• While brick-and-mortar remains the favored destination for shoppers, online spending is expected to 
outpace in-store spending; Deloitte predicts average BTS spend of $601 for mostly online shoppers and 
$501 for mostly in-store shoppers.  
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Value Focus: 
• Deloitte: 65% of shoppers will prioritize affordable retailers, 51% plan to buy private labels, and 75% are 

willing to switch brands if prices are too high.  
• 88% of parents don’t feel guilty about sending their children to school with pre-owned items (vs. 74% in 

2024), although only 33% of parents plan to do so.  
• Value-driven promotions and seamless, convenient experiences are key to attracting shoppers, though 

discounts may pressure retailer margins. 

 

 

Consumer Credit: 

• Financial health remains bifurcated: Middle- and lower-income consumers face tigher budgets and are 
increasingly relying on credit, buy now, pay later and other financial services to fund their purchases; 
higher-income consumers continue to spend 

• Total credit card debt rose to $1.21 trillion at the end of 2Q, up 6% YOY, with more balances (6.9%) 
transitioning to delinquency. 
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Conclusion 

Despite modest growth projections, the 2025 Back-to-School season reflects a resilient yet cautious 
consumer. Record levels of early shopping, driven by tariffs and higher prices, underscore shifting behavior 
toward affordability and flexibility. Mass, online, and discount retailers stand to benefit most as families 
prioritize value and convenience. However, rising consumer debt and margin pressures highlight risks ahead.  
Overall, success this season will hinge on balancing promotional activity with differentiated value 
propositions that resonate across income groups. 
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