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Introduction

National Retail Federation (NRF) research shows back-to-school shopping drives substantial
demand throughout a wide range of retail sectors—from apparel and footwear to electronics
and educational supplies.! Deloitte’s 2025 annual back-to-school spending report corroborates
the NRF's findings. Their research found spending on back-to-school items constitutes the
second-largest annual spending event in the United States, trailing only the end-of-year holiday
spending and surpassing Easter, Mother's Day, and Father's Day.? This report explores the
change in back-to-school costs over time and the burden those expenses place on Iowa
families.

Key Findings:

e Iowa families in 2025 face the lowest financial burden from back-to-school
spending in over a decade, relative to their incomes.

e In 2025, back-to-school spending accounts for an estimated 0.85% of the annual
median income of a family of three in Iowa.

e In 2025, back-to-school spending accounts for an estimated 0.74% of the annual
median income of a family of four in Iowa.

e Families in the U.S. are spending 35% more on school supplies in 2025 than in
2013, not adjusted for inflation or income growth.
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Back-to-school Spending over Time

The NRF’s findings, in conjunction with Prosper Insights & Analytics, performs surveys on how
much parents intend to spend on K-12 back-to-school shopping. In figure 1 below, the blue line
represents the annual amount parents intend to spend on back-to-school shopping according to
the NRF’s annual survey results. The red columns show parents’ total back-to-school spending
nationally.3
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Figure 1. Average Expected Spend on School Supplies and Economic
Impact, United States, 2013 to 2025
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The Burden of Back-to-school Spending

While the cost of returning kids to school has increased in nominal terms over time, the
incomes of Iowa families have grown also. Thanks to steady income growth for families from
2013 to 2025, the capacity for Iowa families to pay for back-to-school expenses has remained
relatively consistent despite rising school supply costs. Figure 2 shows back-to-school spending
as a percentage of median income for Iowa families of three and four. The figure represents the
burden of back-to-school expenses on Iowa families relative to typical incomes for families with
kids.*
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Figure 2. Percentage of Median Family Income Dedicated to matches the most affordable
School Supplies by Family Size, Iowa, 2013 to 2025 year for families of four.
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