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meaningful improvement in profitability compared with last year.
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focused on raising production volumes in the face of unprecedented demand, we're encouraged by the focus on newness and innovation

we're seeing from them. And as I've mentioned, throughout this holiday season, we'll be focused on highlighting value, helping families

to celebrate the joy of the season in a way that fits their budget.

Beyond our assortment, as we work to provide a great guest experience, we've enhanced our training of retail fundamentals to our

teams. This is an important shift after years of operating in an environment that was anything but normal. After all, given the large

number of team members we've hired over the last few years, a meaningful number of them have never experienced ordinary sales

trends.

As we've said many times, investments in our team are the most important ones we make. And today, we remain on our front foot,

investing to ensure they can deliver a joyful industry-leading shopping experience. This holiday season, we'll be supplementing our

existing team by hiring nearly 100,000 seasonal team members to meet expected demand and ensure we can deliver a joyful shopping

experience.

So now as I get ready to hand the call over to Christina, I think it would be useful to pause and assess how this year has progressed in

comparison to our expectations. As a reminder, at the beginning of this year, we said we were expecting a challenging environment with

the sales guidance range centered around flat comparable sales. In terms of profitability, we said we expected to grow our full year

operating income by $1 billion or more with an expected EPS range of $7.75 to $8.75.

So today, with 3 quarters of the year behind us, top line trends have obviously been tougher than expected, and we're firmly focused on

getting back to grow ̾ ͵ y, eh ̾ἠ ly ̾ ̾ ̾ courai  today, with 3 quinning of tQ coow as Μy focused on
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snacks and hosting solutions performed particularly well. Comp sales in Essentials declined in the low single digits despite strength in

health care and baby categories.

Comp sales in our discretionary categories remained soft in the third quarter with declines ranging from the high single digits to low

double digits. However, trends improved markedly compared with the second quarter, thanks to the agility of our team and their focus on

listening and responding to our guests. Home saw a high single-digit comp decline, an improvement of more than 6 percentage points

from the second quarter. Most notably, we saw strength in Back-to-School and college categories and a great response to our

assortment of Stanley drinkware.

Additionally, within kitchenware, we launched our most recent owned brand, Figmint, and received an enthusiastic response from our

guests. Figmint offers more than 250 items, ranging from enameled cookware to ceramic mixing bowls to kitchen gadgets all at a
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and the must-have sides for just $5. As they explore our assortment, guests will discover exciting gifting options for every loved one.

In toys, guests will find the characters and items their kids want at prices designed to fit every budget, with over 2/3 of this season's toy

assortment priced under $25. In addition, around 1 in 4 toy items is a Target exclusive, featuring everyone's favorite properties, including

Barbie, Paw Patrol, Pokemon, Marvel, Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, LEGO and so much more. And so far, among the most popular toys

in our assortment are All Things Target, including plush Bullseye dogs, Barbie First Job at Target Dolls and Target cash register and

shopping cart toys, a nod to the Target brand love, even among our youngest guests.

And back by popular demand, we have an exciting array of toys from FAO Schwarz, including only-at-Target exclusives with 50% of the
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than we'd even planned at the beginning of the year.

Looking ahead, we've maintained this cautious inventory posture and planning for the fourth quarter as well. More specifically, at the end

of the third quarter, total inventory on our balance sheet was 14% lower than a year ago with discretionary category inventory down 19%.

And importantly, while this ending inventory position was 29% higher than at the end of Q3 2019, that's aligned with growth we've seen
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In fact, given how strong our profit rate performance has been so far this year, we've been getting some questions about whether we're

only focused on increasing our profit rate, and I want to pause and address that question head on. As John mentioned earlier, coming

into this year, we were confident our team would deliver a significant increase in our profit rate by achieving better alignment between
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But beyond the tangible operational changes John has led, it's his focus on team development and its impact on individual leaders that's

been the most notable. John has served as both a formal and informal mentor to countless members of our team, and he's hired and

developed an extraordinary group of leaders, including Mark Schindele in our stores and Gretchen McCarthy in our supply chain, both of

whom are ready and well prepared to continue leading the work after John steps down.

Perhaps the strongest complement I can pay John is to say he will be missed as a colleague, and I will personally miss his partnership.

But I know our operations will not miss a beat given how masterfully he's prepared everyone around him. And that goes for me, too.

Since the day I arrived, John has been a trusted adviser, whose only goal was to do what was best for our guests, for this great company

and for our team.
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 Brian C. Cornell Target Corporation - Chairman of the Board & CEO
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 Joseph Isaac Feldman Telsey Advisory Group LLC - Senior MD, Assistant Director of Research & Senior Research Analyst

And I wanted to ask, can you talk a little bit more about what you're seeing from unit perspective in terms of unit sales? And I know, as

you mentioned in the transcript, that units are down a little bit. But are you starting to see any stabilization there? And how should we

think about unit sales going forward? And also if you could touch on the Grocery aspect of that as well, I'd be curious -- or Essentials, I

should say.

 A. Christina Hennington Target Corporation - Executive VP & Chief Growth Officer

Yes. So Brian hit on this in his prepared remarks, that the industry has seen a slowdown in unit performance over many quarters in a row.

And that is because the pressure on the consumer is really real and they're having to make those choices. I also shared in my remarks

that in the frequency businesses, which we think of as Food and Beverage and Essentials and Beauty, that in the third quarter we saw

prices come down so that we comped over the peak of inflation. The prices came down, that's an industry-wide phenomenon. And as a

result, we did see some improvement in unit velocity. That's a good thing in the long run, is that when consumers can stretch their

budget across more things that they want to buy and not have it tied up in any high prices. That's a good thing. But as Brian talked

about, the inflation on these categories over the last several years, especially in Food, Household Essentials, even pets and baby, is

meaningful. And that's going to take a while to overcome.

 Brian C. Cornell Target Corporation - Chairman of the Board & CEO

Operator, we've got time for 2 more questions today.

 Operator

Our next question is from Simeon Gutman with Morgan Stanley.

 Simeon Ari Gutman Morgan Stanley, Research Division - Executive Director

I want to go back to this market share -- or not market share, actually sales versus margin. And I'm curious if you can speak to market

share, if that is a gauge you're looking at how -- what happened during the quarter. And is the decision around this trade-off, is it market

share dependent? Are there certain categories you're looking at thinking about when to apply promotions or where to apply promotions?

 A. Christina Hennington Target Corporation - Executive VP & Chief Growth Officer

So right now, with total consumer spending soft in the discretionary portfolio, we are not going to chase short-term benefit at the long

term -- at the expense of long term. And so it's always a balance. We're always looking to drive both sales and profit. We've also been

very clear that this year has -- we put profit on a high priority to recover from last 5 years. But as Brian said, the long-term gain -- the

long-term game has to be both.

 Brian C. Cornell Target Corporation - Chairman of the Board & CEO

Again, I'll underscore the point Christina just made. Simeon, I think you know it's all about the balance. And we're always looking to

balance our focus on sales and margin and profitability. Early in the year, we talked about the fact that we were going to plan
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 Brian C. Cornell Target Corporation - Chairman of the Board & CEO

Well, you've opened up the door for John Mulligan to answer your question today, and I'm really glad you did.

 John J. Mulligan Target Corporation - Executive VP & COO

Thanks for that, Simeon. I would start by saying we remain incredibly excited about sort centers. And with that, we have already started

to see savings flow through the P&L. We haven't talked about it because I think -- it's been 3 years, but we are still early in the journey. I

think there's still much to do in front of us. We're still optimizing routes. We're still just getting into much higher capacity vehicles, which

will create more density, which will create more savings.
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