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Solid Growth in March Retail Sales Even 

After Taking Out Gasoline 

Headlines 

 Retail sales rose 1.7% in March from February. Although gasoline sales rose 

15% on the month, sales excluding gasoline were up a solid 0.6%. 

 

 Retail sales were up 4.0% year-over-year, including a 4.2% increase 

excluding autos and gasoline. 

 

 The drivers for retail sales are weighted to the downside in 2026, with 

higher gasoline prices a major negative. PNC expects weaker growth in 

consumer spending in 2026. 

 

 Sales results were solid across segments in March. 

Details

Retail sales jumped 1.7% in March from February, not 

adjusted for inflation, largely due to higher gasoline 

prices over the month. Sales at gasoline stations 

were up 15.5% on the month as gas prices soared 

following the U.S. and Israeli military actions against 

Iran. Sales excluding gasoline were up 0.6% for the 

month, as were sales excluding gasoline and autos 

and parts. Control sales—sales excluding autos, 

gasoline, building materials, and food service, and 

which go into consumer goods spending in GDP—

were up a solid 0.8% for the month. 

On a year-ago basis total retail sales were up 4.0% 

in month. Sales excluding autos and gasoline were 

up 4.2% year-over-year, with auto sales down 2% 

and gasoline sales up 18%. Control sales were up 

4.8% from a year earlier. 

Retail sales held up in March despite much higher 

gasoline prices. Retail sales excluding autos and 

gasoline were up 0.6% for the month, and rose even 

after adjusting for inflation. The drivers for 

consumers are deteriorating in 2026. Higher 

gasoline prices will force households to spend less in 

other areas; a $1 increase in the price of a gallon of 

gasoline leads to $120 billion increase in annualized 

gasoline spending. In addition to higher gasoline 

prices, other drags on spending this year are weak 

job growth and slowing wage growth. Interest rates 

remain elevated, and with inflation picking up with 

higher energy prices, the Federal Open Market 

Committee is unlikely to cut the federal funds rate 

at least for the next few months. The weak housing 

market is weighing on sales of home-related 

purchases. And the personal savings rate is below its 

long-run average, suggesting households will 

eventually need to spend less and save more. 

One positive is higher tax refunds from the personal 

income tax cuts in the One Big Beautiful Bill, 

including reduced taxes on tips and overtime; 

bigger refund payments will help offset the drag 
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from higher gas prices. Another support is the stock 

market: it has shaken off the impact of high energy 

prices to reach a new record high in April, which is 

supporting spending by high-income households. 

And even with high interest rates, debt payments 

relative to incomes remain low. 

Although the March retail sales report was solid, one 

sign of weakness came from sales at restaurants 

and bars, up just 0.1% for the month. This is an area 

where consumers first cut back on their spending in 

response to financial pressures. If these sales remain 

soft going forward, it could be foreshadowing 

broader consumer weakness. 

PNC expects weaker but positive growth in 

consumer spending going forward. Spending 

growth will slow to a pace more consistent with 

income growth, but will remain positive after 

adjustment for inflation.  This will weigh on overall 

GDP growth through the rest of this year and into 

2027. 

Retail sales were up in most segments in March from 

February, with gains for furniture and home 

furnishings (up 2.2%), general merchandise stores 

(1.0%), electronics and appliances stores (0.9%), 

grocery stores (0.9%), and building materials stores 

(0.7%). Sales were flat over the month at specialty 

and clothing stores. Nonstore (primarily online) retail 

sales rose 1.0%. The only major segment with a 

decline was miscellaneous store spending, down 

1.0%. 

Figure 1: Retail Sales Growth (m/m) 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Retail Sales Growth (y/y) 
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Disclosures 

The material presented and the views expressed herein are of a general nature and does not constitute the provision of 

investment or economic advice to any person, or a recommendation of any particular securities, financial instruments, 

strategies or banking services. Opinions and forecasts expressed herein are subject to change without notice. Relevant 

information was obtained from sources deemed reliable. Such information is not guaranteed as to its accuracy. You should 

seek the advice of an investment professional to tailor a financial plan to your needs. 

Forward-looking statements are necessarily subject to numerous assumptions, risks and uncertainties, which change over 

time. Future events or circumstances may change our outlook and may also affect the nature of the assumptions, risks and 

uncertainties to which our forward-looking statements are subject. Forward-looking statements speak only as of the date 

made. We do not assume any duty and do not undertake any obligation to update forward-looking statements. Actual 

results or future events could differ, possibly materially, from those anticipated in forward-looking statements, as well as 

from historical performance. As a result, we caution against placing undue reliance on any forward-looking statements. 

“PNC” is a registered mark of The PNC Financial Services Group, Inc. 

© 2026 The PNC Financial Services Group, Inc. All rights reserved. 


