


The 2003 suncare season is one many in the industry would like to forget, but it’s a classic example of just how important the weather is on sea-
sonal merchandise sales and, more importantly, on the consumer buying the product.  Unit volume for the in-sun category was down 8.3% in 2003,
due in large part to a significant negative change in year-over-year weather.  Recall that the summer of 2002 was the third hottest/driest in 108 years
of weather records and suncare sales were up almost 3%.  This increase was positive, but not as high as many would have expected, since 2001 was
also quite hot/dry.  Then came 2003, the number one wettest spring in the Southeast in 109 years and it also ranked in the top 25 of cold springs.  

Summer wasn’t any better as the Northeast had its second wettest summer on record.  As an example, the Washington D.C. to New York corri-
dor had about 21 weekend rainy days (40% of the weekend days from April – September) in 2002 and 37 in 2003 (71% of the weekend days from
April – September). This 31% increase in rainy day weekends was a big negative, limiting the number of times consumers could get to the beach, lake
or backyard picnic.  Fortunately, there were two hot weeks around the Fourth of July, which resulted in a significant spike in sales, but this only kept
industry numbers from double-digit losses.  Both Memorial Day and Labor Day weekends were on the damp side for a majority of markets across the
country.

This pattern of weather’s influence on sales occurs every year with the weather bringing a boost to sales or bringing an unwelcome surprise.  It’s
a fact that the weather rarely repeats from year to year and statistically it does so less than 20% of the time.  Unfortunately, most companies do not
manage this weather risk and like it or not their sales data has last year’s weather baked into it.  Since most businesses plan next year’s sales off of last
year’s, that weather-influenced sales profile is still in there; meaning you better hope for that 20% repeating weather as that’s what’s in the plan!

Remember 1999 – another record hot/dry year and a great season for suncare products and the best in the past five years.  What happened in
2000?

Weather’s influence on the suncare category and the
best practices using a long-range weather forecast for

By Bill Kirk, Vice President, Surveillance Data, Inc. 

“Better Business in Any Weather.”
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One of the coldest summers in history along the East Coast
with a complete washout around the Fourth of July weekend –
the traditional peak of the suncare season.  If you guessed sales
were off in 2000, you’re right!

Chief Economist Michael P. Niemira identified three main
theories on how the weather influences consumer spending for
seasonal merchandise: 1.) Purchase Timing Theory, 2.) Perma-
nent Impact Theory and 3.) Weather/Consumption Cycle Theory.
The Purchase Timing Theory simply suggests that weather merely
delays sales but does not impact overall consumption.  An exam-
ple would be a blizzard in winter or flood in summer.  This theory
became obsolete in the late 1990s with evidence that suggested
abnormal weather could result in more than just a delay in sales
but an actual decrease in volume.  The suncare category is tes-
tament to this, as clearly the second coldest and wettest July in
2000 in the Northeast was in part responsible for a 30% decline
in year-over-year in-sun sales.  This would fit more into the Per-
manent Impact Theory.

The final theory suggests that the weather actually plays a
far more significant role in driving our overall economy.  It’s inter-
esting to note that the six recessions (’71, ’74, ‘ 80 ‘ 82 and ’96)
from 1970 to 1996 all occurred in very unfavorable weather
years.  The Bank of Tokyo Mitsubishi’s “Weather-Economic
Barometer” (WEB) bottomed out in each of these recession
years.  This makes intuitive sense since unfavorable weather
impacts what you and I do and buy everyday.  We can’t forget
that consumers buy products that they need or want, and
weather is certainly a driving force in the decision to buy or not
to buy.  If it rains everyday in summer, we don’t need a lot of the
seasonal categories we would ordinarily purchase as we can’t go
to as many picnics or we make fewer trips to the beach or lake.
This directly impacts retail sales and lower than expected sales
means lower earnings on Wall Street.  Conrad C. Lautenbacher,
Jr.,  United States Department of Commerce, commented,
“Weather and climate-sensitive industries, both directly and 

indirectly, account for about one-third of the nation’s gross
domestic product, or $3.0 trillion.”

So what can you do about it?
The first step is to understand just how significant the

weather is on your business.  Simply looking at actual sales
results and matching it up with actual weather can accomplish
this.  An analysis can be done at any level (national, regional or
market) but the lower the level of the analysis the more likey sta-
tistical relationships will be evident.

In-sun category sales were strong in 2002, with a long six-
week stretch, with unit volume over 3,000,000.  In 2003, the
really hot weather was a short two-week spurt at the end of June
and early July; sales responded with a two-week spike.  While
peak week sales were their highest in at least three years, over-
all volume for the spring-summer was down significantly.  This
spike was clearly driven by pent up demand with consumers
unable to get outside much, due to the preceding chilly, wet con-
ditions in the months and weeks prior to the Fourth of July.
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“Weather and climate-sensitive industries, both directly and indirectly, account for about one-third of the nation’s gross domestic product, or $3.0 trillion.”

Conrad C. Lautenbacher, Jr., Vice Admiral, U.S. Navy (Ret.), Under Secretary for Oceans and Atmosphere, United States Department of Commerce



Another way to look at this data is with a simple scatter diagram
with temperature on the X-axis and sales on the Y-axis.  This allows us
to run statistical correlations to determine just how significant weather
is on the suncare category. The more data, the better, as the goal is to
determine what effects different weather scenarios have on sales. What
impact does a cold/rainy spring have … we know that answer, but what
about a hot/dry summer or hot/wet summer or a cold/dry summer?

This view shows a very strong positive correlation (R=96%, R2 =
91%) between warmer temperatures and increased sales at a national
level.  This process should be repeated at a lower level of geographies
to better understand how the weather impacts consumers across the
country.  What’s hot to someone in Philadelphia might be 90 degrees,
but that’s actually a pleasant even slightly chilly day to someone in Dal-
las, where normal temperatures are close to 100 degrees in the summer.
We could use this chart to better explain why sales were off so much
last June.  June 2002 had a lot of hot weeks with a weekly mean
national temperature around 74 degrees (highs in the 90s) and weekly
unit volume was in the 3.5 million range.  In 2003, national tempera-
tures were closer to 70 degrees (highs only in the 80s) and unit volume
was closer to 2.5 million. 

In late spring, early summer, rainfall is more likely to come in
shorter periods with an afternoon thunderstorm as opposed to an all
day rain event.  Although, in 2003, there were a lot of all day rain
events.  But again, this was a record-breaking unusual year.  For this rea-
son, consumers are more apt to respond to temperature changes since
rainfall typically impacts a shorter period of the day.  This is reflected in
most product correlation studies, which clearly shows that rainfall is a
secondary influence on suncare sales with weaker correlations.

20 Exposé

June sales versus weekly total rainfall over the past three
years show a 75% correlation between less rain and higher
sales.  In June 2003, the seventh wettest June in 109 years for
the nation as a whole resulted in a 10% decline in sales.

A few companies have taken weather analysis to the next
step by factoring in multiple influences all at once to understand
how the weather along with the economy, price and promo-
tional activities drive sales.   This is a sound approach as it’s
possible to understand what effect a price promotion has in
good weather versus bad weather or what effect advertising
really has on sales.  One manufacturing company of a spring sea-
sonal category saw a 300% increase in sales volume by correctly
timing a promotion in favorably warm/dry weather.  That same
promotion, which ran in markets where it was cold and rainy,
saw a 20% decline in sales despite a lower price and triple the
advertising.  Again, if it’s cold and rainy, it’s really tough to con-
vince today’s savvy consumer they need to buy suncare products.

So how is 2004 going?  
It’s been a much warmer year and much drier year along

the East Coast with the floods limited to the central United
States.  Last year’s floods in the Southeast have been replaced
with concerns over drought.  In-sun category unit sales are up
significantly, 6.6% over last year!  May brought exceptional
weather along the East Coast with significantly warmer and
drier weather, and sales responded in kind, up 12.7%!  And this
is in spite of record high gas prices that are averaging 25%
higher than last year.  

Once it is understood that weather plays a significant role
on the category, it is time to take the leap of faith and sign up
with a weather company that can accurately predict the weather
a year in advance.

SDI/Weather Trends is a leader in the weather forecasting
industry with a patent-pending technology that accurately pre-
dicts the weather 11-months in the future by week for over 300
locations across North America and the United Kingdom and
they don’t change the forecast!  With an accuracy rate of over
78% measured by market by week (almost four times more
accurate than assuming last year’s weather will repeat), they
help their clients make better strategic decisions on inventory,
allocation, promotions and markdowns, advertising and sales
execution.  SDI/Weather Trends works with some of the biggest
retailers and manufacturers in the world, including suncare
industry leaders.  They claim: Better business in any weather™
and have the client testimonials to prove it.

In conclusion, the consumer will buy what they need when
they need it, based in large part on the weather!  SDI/Weather
Trends told their customers that suncare would definitely be on
the consumers’ list this year!  Enjoy the warmer/drier summer. •


