
Holiday Retail Readiness

Exploring the trends, strategies, and technologies retail 
brands are using to prepare for the holiday season
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For many retailers, the sales generated during the 
holiday season represent a disproportionate amount of 
their yearly revenues, underscoring the importance of 
their	efforts	to	prepare	effectively	in	advance	of	peak	
shopping season. In today’s digital age, the requirement 
for preparedness extends across a wide range of digital 
channels. From brick and mortar stores, to online 
and mobile shopping, as well as social media and chat 
support, the touch points through which a customer can 
interact with a brand must all be coordinated to provide a 
uniform and personal feeling customer experience. 

Mobile is one area of focus where brands are innovating 
in the hope of unlocking the channel’s potential to create 
conversions. From increasing the ease of use around 
mobile	through	customer	testing,	to	offering	the	option	to	
make a purchase that can be later picked up at a brick and 
mortar retail location, brands are rolling out an increased 

array of options, attempting to give their customers a 
sense	of	immediate	gratification	and	choice	regarding	
fulfillment,	at	their	fingertips	via	their	mobile	devices.	

As more and more data is gathered around the 
customer journey through multichannel, brands can 
more	confidently	allocate	resources	into	increased	
personalization	efforts,	as	well	as	provide	enhanced	
cross-channel support for their customers. Customer 
support is another key to managing the volume 
associated with the holidays, and an aspect of the 
retail experience that must shift to accommodate the 
multichannel expectations of shoppers. The brands that 
are the most able to present their customers with an easy 
to	use	and	unified	retail	experience	will	stand	to	gain	a	
strategic edge during the most competitive, and lucrative, 
time of the year for sales. 
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Key Findings

Mobile continues to grow 
in importance as brands 
move into the omni-channel 
paradigm. 
As more and more consumers 
integrate smartphones and tablets 
into their lives, they are increasingly 
integrating them into their shopping 
habits as well. Omni-channel is the 
new standard for digital commerce, 
and brands must strive to properly 
track and attribute conversions as 
well as maintain a uniform standard 
of presentation and personalization 
across channels.

Consumption through 
digital channels has 
increased across all metrics, 
and will continue to grow.
The rise of mobile is a single 
component of a general rise in 
traffic,	conversions,	and	repeat	
business across digital channels. 
Consumers are increasingly familiar 
and comfortable with digital 
commerce,	affording	retailers	
increased opportunities to learn 
from their behavior and optimize the 
shopping experience. 

Email remains the strongest 
channel for acquiring 
and retaining customers, 
but other channels are 
gaining in importance and 
effectiveness.
Email marketing retains the greatest 
efficacy	for	brands	to	both	attract	new	
customers and retain them, however 
there is mounting pressure for brands 
to be able to represent themselves 
well to customers across all channels, 
with service and support levels to 
match. Email, as well as social, mobile, 
and live chat support all have their 
roles to play in supporting a seamless 
customer experience. 
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Research & Analysis

Online commerce continues to grow out across channels, with modern 
consumers buying in an “age of anywhere” 

How brands are managing acquisition and retention of digital customers

Traffic

Conversion Rates

Customer Repeat Visits

Average Order Value

 Increased 

 Decreased

  Stayed the 
Same

Looking at my online business in 2015, my:

79% 11% 10%

72% 12% 16%

71% 8% 21%

67% 12% 21%

Consumption through digital channels has gained 
momentum over the past decade, and for the large 
majority of retail executives, this can be seen in gains 
across every metric evaluating digital performance. The 
strongest growth reported in 2015 was in the metric 
of	traffic,	where	79%	of	executives	report	gains,	with	
only 11% having experienced a slowdown. Conversion 
rates are also increasing as consumers become more 
comfortable with shopping through digital channels. 

The current chief driver of both customer acquisition and 
retention is email, which has proven to be a constant in 
the digital lives of many consumers even as new modes 
of communication, such as social and mobile, have grown 
in prevalence. Outside of email, new customers are most 
likely	to	discover	brands	through	the	effort	they	put	in	

Seventy-two percent of executives report improvement 
around conversion rates year over year, paired with 71% 
who report increases in customer repeat visits. Average 
order value, the poorest performing metric, still saw 67% 
of executives reporting improvement. The increasing 
prevalence of mobile, as well as years of exposure to 
online shopping indicates that digital will continue to pull 
more weight during the holiday rush.

to being visible through search. Seventy-four percent 
of executives report that organic search drives new 
customers to their businesses, with 68% reporting that 
paid search plays an important role in their acquisition 
strategies. 
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Apart from email marketing, retargeting and social 
media are the other mediums that brands are using 
to	both	find	new	customers	and	retain	them.	Fifty-two	
percent of executives use retargeting to generate new 
customers, while 39% report that it is a method for 
retaining customers that they already have relationships 

with.	Thirty-five	percent	of	executives	use	social	media	to	
acquire new customers, while 29% use it as an important 
channel for retention. Maximizing channels that can both 
gain attention from new customers and then retain them 
will be an important part of following up on prospects 
during and after the holiday rush.

Email Marketing

Organic Search

Paid Search

Retargeting

Affiliates

Social Media

Mobile Marketing

Marketplaces

CSE

Other

Email Marketing

Customer Service/Support

Retargeting

Personalization

Social Media

Loyalty/Rewards Programs

Other

74%

72%

What online activities primarily drive customer acquisition at your company?

What online activities primarily drive customer retention at your company?

74%

68%

52%

38%

35%

24%

22%

19%

7%

53%

39%

32%

29%

29%

5%
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Prioritizing technology and performance goals in 2016

The highest technology priority for brands going into 
2016 is mastering the art of SEO and SEM, with 17% of 
executives indicating that this was their most pressing 
area of investment. Given that high rankings in organic 
search are not guaranteed, and that the rules of SEO 
can quickly change with a single update, it makes sense 
that executives prioritize retaining their place. This is 
especially true given that organic search is regarded as a 
primary driver of customer acquisition by so many. 

Improving the digital experience for individual customers 
takes second place for brands, with 13% of executives 
naming digital personalization their top investment 
priority	for	2016.	Personalization	efforts	are	ramping	
up	in	an	effort	to	build	loyalty	and	differentiate	the	
customer	experience	offered	by	brands,	complemented	
by increased spending around user experience testing 
and customer loyalty and CRM programs, with 10% and 
9% of executives listing them as their chief priorities, 
respectively. 

In 2016, the marketing technology decision that you are prioritizing most is:

 17% SEM/SEO

 13% Increasing use of website personalization

 10% Deploying onsite personalization

 10% Invest in User Experience Testing & Analytics

 9% CRM Systems/Customer Loyalty Programs

 9% Increasing use of marketing automation

 9% Increasing level of personalization in email

 8% Other (please specify)

 5% Revising strategy for customer data housing

 5% Invest in Customer Web Analytics / Data Science

 5% Replacing email service provider

The event that takes the largest toll on conversions 
for digital retailers is when a customer abandons their 
shopping cart, either on a mobile app or while using 
a website to shop, with 55% of executives citing it as 
a major source of lost opportunity during the holiday 
season in particular. Another 43% of executives 
lose conversions due to slow or unresponsive pages 
that cause customers to abandon purchases out of 
frustration. This problem can be particularly exacerbated 
during	the	high	traffic	holiday	season,	where	sites	that	
function	well	within	regular	traffic	patterns	can	be	
subjected to increases that slow them down during 

critical buying periods. Thirty-eight percent of executives 
report that web content and product treatment 
optimization are necessary to stem loss of conversions, 
reflecting	the	importance	of	quality	copy	and	a	well	
designed,	streamlined	page	in	order	to	effectively	
encourage conversions. Lastly, 34% pointed to web 
or app outages as major sources of lost conversions, 
again suggesting that steps need to be taken to ensure 
that ecommerce platforms are ready to hold up to the 
heightened numbers of customers during the holidays.
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Creating a connected, converting mobile experience to capture growing 
mobile markets 
Mobile has rapidly changed the way consumers relate 
to their favorite brands, with retailers now largely seeing 
mobile as a disruptive channel that can be harnessed to 
increase customer satisfaction and conversions. Mobile’s 
element of disruption comes from the fact that by being 
constantly available, it makes it easier than ever for a 
customer to actualize the desire to make a purchase. 
Currently, only 21% of retail executives do not view 
mobile	as	a	significant	part	of	their	holiday	strategies.	
The remaining 79% have made mobile into a priority, 

recognizing that as more media is consumed through 
smartphones and customer expectations shift around 
omni-channel consistency, mobile will be an important 
proving ground for brands during the holiday rush. Among 
those	who	believe	that	mobile	plays	a	significant	part	of	
their holiday strategies, 60% have further augmented their 
strategies	to	reflect	the	increased	prevalence	of	mobile	
shopping, rolling out various initiatives to highlight the 
channel and ensure its readiness for a new, more mobile 
enabled holiday season. 

Abandoned cart in  
mobile app, or website

User Patience due to a  
slow or unresponsive site

Web Content vs.  
Product treatments

Website/App Outage

55%

What events have the highest impact on customer conversions, especially during 
the holiday season?

Do you view mobile as a significant 
part of your holiday strategy?

Has your peak holiday strategy changed 
this year to reflect the increase of mobile 
adoption/ shopping among consumers?

43%

38%

34%

 79% Yes

 21%  Not at 
this time

 60% Yes

 40%  No
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The number one priority for brands around their mobile 
readiness during the holiday season is, not surprisingly, 
turning the channel into a source of conversions. While 
49% of executives placed conversions at the top of their 
list, another 44% indicated that tying the omni-channel 
experience of their brands to mobile took precedence, 
making it the second most urgent priority for mobile 
enabled brands. The third placed mobile initiative is 

attributing revenue to the mobile channel, which can 
be	difficult	given	the	proliferation	of	touch	points	that	
connected consumers use to hone in on purchases. Lastly, 
click and collect, the practice of allowing customers to 
order a product in advance and simply pick it up at a retail 
location at a later date, has been gaining ground, with 18% 
of executives placing it as their top priority within their 
mobile strategies.

Rank in order of priority: What are your mobile priorities for this holiday?

Rank in order of priority: The customer use-case we are most focused on this 
holiday season is:

49% 34% 11%  6%

44%  25%  26%  5%

18%  13%  24%  45%

17%  22%  27%  34%

59%  16%  19%  6%

46%  33%  16%  5%

19%  23%  29%  29%

7%  17%  23%  53%

 1

 2

  3

 4

 1

 2

  3

 4

Omni- channel  
(one customer, many 

touch points)

Online

In-store

Order online, pickup 
in-store

Attributing revenue 
impact to mobile

Click and collect

Tying the mobile 
experience with other 
touch points (desktop, 

tablet, app, in- store)

Mobile  
conversions
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Prioritizing channels in seasonal marketing strategies 
The	fine-tuning	of	mobile	plays	a	direct	part	in	the	
customer use case that brands are most focused on 
this holiday season. Mastering omni-channel means 
figuring	out	how	a	single	user	can	most	effectively	
have their actions and preferences across platforms 
be tracked consolidated into a database, and for 59% 
of digital marketers, this is their number one priority. 
Taking second place is the use case for online, a much 
more mature channel than mobile, as well as one where 
competition from pure plays has forced retailers to 
move quickly. For those with emerging mobile presences 
or without them, online shopping via the desktop can 
take	the	top	priority	in	terms	of	needing	to	be	refined	
and optimized. Ranking third, in-store comes ahead of 
click and collect, both linked to the brick and mortar 
experience that retailers are striving to link more 
cohesively to their omni-channel experiences.

How are brands making their decisions about what 
channels to prioritize? Largely, they are looking at online 
data, with 69% of executives using it as their primary 
source of insight on consumption trends and preferences 
of their customers. Interestingly, customer feedback 

forms top in-store data as a source of insights by a 
margin of 3%, suggesting that the personalization able to 
be	achieved	through	digital	channels	is	more	reflected	in	
a customer submitted comment than in general in-store 
patterns.

their holiday preparations begin between the months of 
July to September, although 33% begin in late Spring to 
early Summer, and 16% begin almost immediately in the 
new year. 

How do you discover new trends 
during the holiday season?

 69%  Online web 
analytics

 17%  Customer 
feedback 
forms

 14%  In- store 
data

Preparing for and managing the seasonal rush 
Given that sales during the holiday season can make up a 
very robust portion of yearly revenues for many retailers, 
preparations for the holiday rush occur well in advance of 
the	first	inclination	among	customers	to	go	shopping	for	
seasonal gifts. Slightly over half of executives report that 

January-March

April-June

July-September

16%

How early do you begin preparing for the online holiday shopping season?

33%

51%
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When the full range of responsibilities that retailers must 
account for during the holiday season is tallied, the long-
range	nature	of	their	preparatory	efforts	can	be	justified.	
Forty-three percent of retail executives report that their 
primary concern when preparing for the holiday rush is 
ensuring a seamless customer experience, mitigating any 
friction that could limit conversions. Another 10% are 
most	focused	on	preparing	for	the	peak	traffic	that	comes	
with the holiday season, minimizing downtime, again 

with the purpose of maximizing conversions during this 
crucial season for retailers. While only 2% are explicitly 
prioritizing improving and strengthening their security 
over other initiatives, the largest share of executives, 45%, 
acknowledge security as a key part of meeting seasonal 
challenges, embracing all three categories as equally 
important to the operation of their businesses during the 
stress test of the holiday rush.

What is your chief concern when it comes to the online holiday retail rush?

 45% All of the below

 43% Ensuring a seamless customer experience

 10%	 	Preparing	for	peak	traffic	and	avoiding	site	
downtime

 2% Ability to mitigate security threats

Offering customers a robust level of support through technology

Customer service has become one of the most important 
differentiators	for	brands,	especially	given	the	rising	
importance of social media and digital forums for sharing 
consumer information. The holidays are a particularly 
important time for brands to show that their service 
operations are on the leading edge, but there are several 
challenges they face that can get in the way. Forty-nine 
percent of executives struggle to identify the most 
effective	channels	for	their	customer	service	responses	
per use case. If a customer submits a complaint via social, 
for example, does it make sense to acknowledge their 
issue through email, and if so, how do you enable that 

to happen? Managing the sheer volume of customer 
inquiries that can come in during the holiday season is a 
major obstacle for 42% of executives, especially if a single 
channel is overloaded, for example a social media page 
that experiences a sudden burst in communications. 
Another 22% are most actively engaged in devising ways 
to prioritize their customer inquiries by value, while 14% 
see the most value in identifying opportunities for call 
deflection,	opening	up	more	channels	and	options	to	
avoid call centers becoming inundated with requests in 
the name of increasing customer satisfaction. 
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The same profusion of options is creating questions 
around	the	definition	of	an	optimal	customer	experience.	
For 54% of executives, a live chat option is what they 
think	would	be	able	to	offer	the	most	comprehensive	
customer support, the overwhelming standout among 
response options. Taken in the context of a digital retail 
experience, an easy to access live chat feature embedded 
on a product page can quickly allow a customer to ask 
lingering questions that may otherwise impede them from 
the	final	decision	to	make	a	purchase.	Mobile	messaging	
is the second most popular channel, at 20%. Mobile 

support holds the same appeal as an onsite chat feature, 
in that it allows for a customer to quickly get in touch with 
support and get a response without needing to switch 
away from the device that they are using at the time they 
encounter an issue. Fifteen percent of executives report 
that they feel a 1-800 number would be the strongest 
tool for providing a strong customer experience to their 
customers, given their ability to reach out and talk to 
someone	who	can	offer	them	one-on-one	guidance	and	
empathize with them as they seek a solution. 

graph 14

 54% Live chat

 20% Mobile messaging

 15% 1-800#/IVR

 9% Email

 2% Ticketing

Knowing which channels 
are	optimal	for	specific	

use cases

Managing volume of 
customer inquiries

Prioritizing inquiries by 
level of customer value

Identifying opportunities 
for	call	deflection

49%

What is the biggest pain point in your customer service strategy during the holidays? 

If you had all of these support options 
available to you, which do you think 
would offer the best customer 
experience?

42%

22%

14%
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Key Recommendations 

Streamline pathways to conversion through mobile 
and online channels, and decrease the strain on critical 
communication pathways.
In order to defeat cart abandonment and decrease the strain on site 
speed	during	times	of	peak	traffic,	brands	should	examine	the	use	cases	
around their digital channels, seeking to optimize the ease with which 
their customers can make a purchase. In the same way that they examine 
conversion pathways, they should also visit the ways in which they provide 
customer support, strategically deciding which channels are the most 
effective	for	providing	quick	and	comprehensive	service,	for	instance,	
bolstering a traditional call center driven support approach with on-site 
chat features.

Ensure that your brand is visible through search, and 
that your online experience can recognize device type to 
provide a seamless digital experience.
Search plays a major role in customer acquisition, and brands are committing 
their resources to ensuring that they are visible in organic results pages, as 
well as supplementing SEO with paid search. Once a customer navigates to 
a site, they should be presented with an experience that is equally functional 
on a desktop, tablet, or mobile platform, with the latter two holding particular 
significance	as	mobile	traffic	gains	on	desktop	platforms.

Work toward increased personalization and cross-channel 
consistency through capturing and managing big data.

One of the keys to meeting the challenges 
posed by the holiday season is creating 
a comprehensive game plan based on 
historical trends and forward thinking 
projections. Towards this end, as well as to 
enable a greater level of personalization 
and consistency for individual customers 
across	channels,	brands	must	effectively	
gather big data and then convert it into 
actionable insight. Considering that mobile 
is projected to increase in value by over 
20%, according to 32% of executives, this 
channel in particular should be looked at 
under the lens of optimization through 
data collection and consolidation. 

How much do you expect sales from 
a mobile device (smartphone/tablet) 
to increase this year compared to last 
year?

 5%  10%  20%  More  No  
    than change
    20%

12%

29%

19%

32%

8%
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Appendix

Methodology
The results analyzed in this report were gathered from responses to an on-site benchmarking survey delivered 
at eTail East 2015. 133 executives responded to the survey. 

What is your company type? What are your annual online revenues?

 68% Multi-Channel

 15% Online Only

 8% Manufacturer

 5% Other

 2% Media

 2% Travel

 41% Less than $50 million

 25% $50- 250 million

 5% $250- 500 million

 11% $500 million – 1B

 18% Over $1B
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About Us

 Akamai helps businesses connect the hyperconnected, empowering them to transform and 
reinvent their business online. We remove the complexities of technology so you can focus on driving 
your business faster forward – enabling you to embrace trends like cloud, mobile and media, while 
overcoming the challenges presented by security threats and the need to reach users globally. 

 Customers trust our cloud platform to securely deliver high-performing user experiences to any 
device, anywhere. Reaching globally and delivers locally, The Akamai Intelligent Platform™, provides 
customers with unmatched reliability, security, and visibility into their online businesses. 

 Follow us at @Akamai, visit our Facebook page at http://www.facebook.com/AkamaiTechnologies, and 
check out our videos on YouTube at http://www.youtube.com/user/akamaitechnologies. Also, read our 
Corporate blog at www.akamai.com/blogs

 BloomReach accelerates the path to purchase - from acquisition through the onsite experience. 
Essentially, we match your supply to the web’s demand throughout all digital touch points. 

 At the core of platform is data, big data. BloomReach solutions are powered by our Web Relevance 
Engine (WRE), a big data, machine learning technology. The WRE analyzes over 1 billion consumer 
interactions and 5 terabytes of data per day. Weekly, we look at over 1.2 billion relationships between 
webpages and identify and act on nearly 200 million relationships. Our system continuously optimizes 
your site, learning from web wide data, your product catalog, and user behavior in order to give each 
visitor a great experience across channels and devices. 

	 BloomReach	is	headquartered	in	Mountain	View,	CA	with	offices	in	New	York,	Bangalore	and	the	
United Kingdom. It is backed by Bain Capital Ventures, Lightspeed Ventures, and NEA. For more 
information, please visit http://www.bloomreach.com

 LivePerson’s leading platform, LiveEngage, enables thousands of brands around the world to connect 
with consumers through online and mobile messaging. 

 We believe that every interaction—be it between employees, clients, consumers, or the community—
is an opportunity to achieve great things. We believe that connection is the foundation for trust, 
innovation and ultimately, success. 

 It begins in our workplace, where we seek to connect with each other on more than just a professional 
level. We are compelled by our collective mission of connecting brands and their customers, giving 
them the service experience they deserve. 

	 LiveEngage	offers	unparalleled	security	and	scalability,	enabling	brands	to	proactively	connect	and	
stay connected with their customers, driving greater sales and brand loyalty. 

 See our website at http://www.LivePerson.com 

 WBR Digital connects solution providers to their target audiences with year-round online branding 
and engagement lead generation campaigns. We are a team of content specialists, marketers, and 
advisors with a passion for powerful marketing. We believe in demand generation with a creative twist. 
We believe in the power of content to engage audiences. And we believe in campaigns that deliver 
results. 


