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Ok, here's how department stores operate.

They stock merchandise in various categories, so customers can do all their shopping there. Typically this includes clothes, jewelry, cosmetics, toys and house wares. Some sell groceries, drugs, tools and electronics.

They're large stores, with annual revenue over $10 million and hundreds of employees, many part-time. The average store has over 100,000 square feet of space.

Merchandising, deciding which items to sell, and pricing are their main concerns. They buy from hundreds of suppliers and may carry 100,000 items. Inventories are large, equal to 60 days of sales. Computer systems are heavily used to track inventory and identify fast or slow-selling items.

Merchandising and marketing target a specific kind of shopper in the market area around a store. Shoppers will drive 20 minutes to reach some stores. Because they're large, department stores are often anchor tenants in shopping malls.
Here are some strategic things you should know.

Many department stores are chains. Wal-Mart is the giant of the industry. Traditional department stores are squeezed by discounters like Wal-Mart on the one hand, and on the other by specialty stores that have wider selections.

Annual sales per square foot are around $300, depending on the mix of merchandise and the type of customer targeted. A large portion of sales come in the months before Christmas.

Because business varies during the day, week, and year, many employees are part-time workers. Labor turnover is high because of uneven hours and low pay. 

Goods like clothes, toys and electronics have to be ordered months they're sold, increasing the risk that customers won't want them. 
Here are some good talking points.
What are the main categories of goods they sell?

What type of shopper do they target?

How large is their store, in square feet?

How many items do they typically stock?

How much inventory do they carry, in days sales?

How many of their employees work part-time?

How seasonal is their business?

How much were they hurt by the recession?

And finally, how do they see their business changing in the future?

Now, you're ready.

