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INTRODUCTION

If you’re a marketer in e-commerce or retail, you have a busy summer ahead of you, and 
it’s not just the warm weather campaigns you already have underway. You need to be 
looking ahead as well, because the Q4 holiday season is both more critical than the previous 
quarters combined, and only a few months away.

Considering how much revenue is riding on the 
season, you can’t phone it in. You must come 
up with a plan now for each of the holiday 
highpoints, beginning the day after Thanksgiving 
with Black Friday, and it has to be amazing, 
predictive, and all encompassing.

No pressure. 

But where should you start? First, you might 
look at the sales and discounts you’ve offered in 
past years, but all you get from that is a general 
picture of consumers reacting to discounts. 

Maybe you should review the individual 
customer data you’ve amassed and try to define 
a pattern, but you have thousands of customers. 
Each profile contains important data that 
should indicate the best approach, but it takes 
you a day or two just to analyze a handful of 
these customers. There’s no way you can take 
thousands of profiles (many of which contain 
only fragmented purchasing history) and come 
up with an appropriate engagement for each 
and every customer.

While widely generalizing your past customer 
interactions is not the worst thing you could 
do (the worst thing would be to do nothing), 
it leaves an enormous amount of room for 
improvement. 

You must take a hard look at how your 
marketing team currently operates, specifically 
focusing on three proven objectives that lead to 
a successful holiday season: 

 ▸ A unified profile, containing online and offline 
history for every customer, centralized in one 
database. 

 ▸ Creating truly personal customer 
engagement by strategizing, and leveraging 
technology. 

 ▸ Establishing a personalized, consistent brand 
experience across all channels. 

Don’t panic. You still have time… if you start now. 

This guide will point out the challenges you will 
face as you move to aggregate and analyze 
the mass quantities of data from a range of 
channels, and translate it into an effective 
strategy that will engage customers and win 
their holiday business.



YESTERYEAR 
LESSONS
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To fully prepare for the upcoming holidays this year, you should 
first review the results of the previous year’s Q4, and 2016 was an 
interesting year where traditionally strong channels gave way to 
upstarts that have been growing in power over the last decade.

BLACK FRIDAY, CYBER MONDAY, AND THE 2016 HOLIDAY 
SHOPPING SEASON
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Keep in mind that 57 of the 61 days during 
the 2016 holiday season generated over $1 
billion, and overall holiday sales increased 
4%, to $658.3 billion, including $122.9 
billion in non-store sales, up 12% from the 
previous year. 

For e-commerce companies, Q4 can be the most 
profitable period in the year; not only does the 
number of orders go up sharply, the size of those 
orders increases as well, allowing some retailers 
to generate up to 40% of their annual revenue.



The Omnichannel Marketer's Holiday Domination Guide

BLACK FRIDAY

On Black Friday 2016, 74% of shoppers 
purchased gifts, up 1.3% from the previous year. 

Online sales exceeded predictions with a 
resounding $3.34 billion, up 21.6% over the 
previous year. Brick-and-mortar shopping 
also did well, though, with 75% of in-store 
shoppers purchasing gifts on Black Friday, 
up 3.4% from the previous year. 

When you look at the totals for the entire Black 
Friday weekend, it’s even more staggering: of 
more than 151 million people shopping, 102 
million did so in-store, and 103 million online, 
which shows that approximately 50 million 
people did both.

One really intriguing development of Black 
Friday 2016 was the record-setting explosion of 
mobile.

For the first time ever, more than $1.2 billion 
was generated in a single day through 
purchases made on mobile devices.

U.S.-based retailer Target reported that over 
60% of its online sales came from mobile 
customers. Overall, smartphone visits equaled 
those from desktop and laptop, and obliterated 
email and in-store displays.

50 MILLION

103 MILLION

102 MILLION

people shopped in-store & online

people shopped online

people shopped in-store
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CYBER MONDAY

THE 2016 HOLIDAY SHOPPING SEASON OVERVIEW

The Monday after Thanksgiving is the biggest 
single day of online shopping, thus the term 
Cyber Monday. Over 98 million people shopped 
from their computers at home, and 11 million 
shopped from their computers at work. 

Extending a 2015 trend, more than 28 million 
people (23% of Cyber Monday shoppers) chose 
to use their mobile devices, and e-commerce 
companies saw their best Cyber Monday ever, 
bringing in over $3.3 billion.

Overall, most retailers and e-commerce brands 
did quite well. Total holiday retail sales rose 
4% over the previous year, to $658.3 billion, 
including $122.9 billion in online and other non-
store sales, up 12.6%. Mobile also had a great 
season, with a total of $91.7 billion in online 
sales, an 11% growth over the previous year, with 
smartphone shoppers commanding a 41% share 
of site visits, and 21% of sales.

Looking ahead to the upcoming holiday 
season, the National Retail Federation expects 
e-commerce sales to grow 16% year-over-year.

While Amazon, as usual, performed 
exceptionally well from Thanksgiving through 
December (netting a sound 38% share of 
the market for the last two years in a row), 
not all other brands delivered such results. In 
particular, big-box retailers saw declines in sales, 
which made quite a negative impact on some 
companies. 

 ▸ Macy’s saw a 2.1% decline in sales, prompting 
them to lay off 10,100 jobs and close 68 
stores. 

 ▸ At Kohl’s, sales were down 2.1%, despite 

strong shopping activity over the Black 
Friday weekend. Part of the problem was that 
they offered discounts too deep to see their 
desired returns, and when purchasing fell off 
more than expected in the rest of the holiday 
season, Kohl’s couldn’t keep gross margins on 
plan. 

 ▸ Sears suffered a 12% drop in holiday sales, 
forcing them to sell off their Craftsman brand 
and close 150 stores.

 ▸ One-time giant Barnes & Noble saw a 9.1% 
downturn, but over the same period in 
November and December their online sales 
shifted up 2%.

In fact, online sales grew substantially for 
several players in 2016. Apple led the way, with 
66% online growth, followed by Lowe’s (58%), 
Home Depot (40%), and Best Buy (31%). While 
in-store is still a necessary revenue-generating 
channel, the most successful companies have 
learned how to increase their reach through 
online channels that complement offline sales, 
and vice versa. 

YESTERYEAR LESSONS   7



The Omnichannel Marketer's Holiday Domination Guide

CENTRALIZE FRAGMENTED CUSTOMER DATA FROM 
ONLINE AND OFFLINE TOUCH POINTS 

CENTRALIZE 
CUSTOMER DATA 

A successful holiday season depends on careful planning this summer. 
Advances in e-commerce tech have redefined existing channels, and 
opened new ones. Now, with AI, marketers can leverage customer 
profiles to appeal to the individual, regardless of the online and offline 
touch points they prefer. 
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Not knowing your customers well enough to 
target them with holiday messages, special 
offers, and discounts cripples a marketing 
team. When you only have disparate bits of a 
customer’s profile, you only have pieces of the 
customer picture. Perhaps you can see website 
purchasing behavior, but you don’t know how 
customers are using your mobile app, or what 
impact it and other online channels have on 
in-store purchases. You need a way to see all 
the channels and touchpoints through which 
customers come to you, and you also need 
to know how they prefer to interact with your 
brand. 
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Data works best when you have all of it, but 
that’s the chief problem for some marketing 
departments: collecting all the data from both 
online and offline touch points and then putting 
it all in one place where everyone in the team 
can access it. 

The solution is the unified profile, where 
every customer interaction is stored in a 
single database. 

The holiday season generates a huge amount 
of profile data that will tell you which channels 
and devices a customer prefers, as well as how 
frequently they buy from you, what products 
they buy, and how they react to discounts, 

promotions, and other holiday messaging. 

In terms of delivering on the marketing promise 
of true 1-to-1 interaction, a centralized profile 
database provides common personal details 
such as name, age, gender, geographic location, 
and perhaps an income bracket, but it’s the 
comprehensive purchasing data that gives you 
the broadest picture possible of a particular 
customer’s interests, and therefore, most likely 
future purchases. You can then take these 
insights, apply them to your email list, and 
narrow it down to the customers who are the 
most responsive to email during the holiday 
shopping season. 

The unified profile also helps you determine the 
best action to take at particular stages of the 
customer lifecycle, such as when they might 
defect, what kinds of incentives might motivate 
them to come back, and whether they are one-
time buyers, repeat customers, or VIP customers 
who regularly spend a good deal of money 
during the holiday season. 

You can begin to notice patterns, and chart 
predictions based on cart values, the time 
between purchases, and total number of 
touchpoints used. 

You can compare high-volume, lower-cost sales 
against low-volume, higher-cost sales, and see 
which one makes more sense, or track ROI for 
customer acquisition vs. customer retention. 

GIMME THE DATA!

IDENTIFY THE CUSTOMER'S LIFECYCLE

10   CENTRALIZE CUSTOMER DATA
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One of the valuable insights provided by a unified 
profile, learning your customers’ preferred devices 
makes it possible to then refine your targeting to 
the most appropriate channels for those devices. 

A recent survey of over 3,000 online retailers 
showed that 40% of all transactions now take 
place on multiple devices, as people research a gift 
on one device, such as a tablet, and then purchase 
it with their smartphone.

Going forward, the profiles will continue to pay off, 
because once complete they will continue to be 
fed by new data coming in, and therefore become 
ways to measure the success of your holiday 

marketing strategies and better predict what your 
customers want in the future.

PREFERRED DEVICES

THE UNIFIED PROFILE FEEDS ITSELF 

40% of transactions take place 
on multiple devices, as people 

research a gift on one device, such 
as a tablet, and then purchase 

it with their smartphone.
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STRATEGIZE AND LEVERAGE TECHNOLOGY TO DELIVER TRULY 
PERSONALIZED INTERACTIONS 

PERSONALIZED 
INTERACTIONS 

Using machine learning and data science, marketers can leverage their 
unified customer profile data to personalize all interactions with their 
customers, including seasonal offers and incentives tailored to the 
individual. 
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Delivering truly personal customer interactions 
has been a long-time goal of marketing, but 
the problem has always been doing it at scale. 
With the holiday shopping season positioned as 
the most important time of the year for most 
retailers, panic can break out in the summer 
months as marketers look ahead to craft their 
holiday strategies. 

If your customer database only offers a 
fragmented view of your targets, you’re only 
going to be able to come up with a one-size-
fits-all marketing plan that makes no distinction 
between customers, and where they are in their 
buying lifecycles.
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Now that artificial intelligence (AI) has matured 
in terms of the features offered and the 
accuracy of the insights it generates, scaling is 
a reality. AI’s been around for a while; anyone 
who’s ever seen Amazon’s “you might also 
like” has witnessed a form of AI called machine 
learning, which uses pattern recognition to 
determine what a customer has done in the past 
to predict what they might do in the future. 

You can then take this one step further, by 

applying data science to the machine learning 
results to gain data-driven insights that 
you can then turn into actionable marketing 
opportunities. You can also apply AI technology 
to the data harnessed by your unified profiles 
to target them with messages and incentives 
tailored for each individual customer. 

With all this information at your fingertips, it’s 
possible to build a holiday campaign strategy 
well in advance of November, and precisely 
target the customers most likely to buy (and you 
know that likelihood based on their history, as 
preserved in the unified profiles). 

In addition to campaigns, you can leverage 
AI technology to decipher the best ways to 
personalize your customers’ experiences with 
your brand, pinpoint abandoned carts, initiate 
customized win-back campaigns, and even 
leverage other channels to reach customers who 
have opted-out of email. 

ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE IS FOR REAL

DEVELOP DATA-DRIVEN STRATEGIES

As much as 94% of a brand’s 
Black Friday revenue can come 
from first-time buyers, but most 
of these customers never come 
back, leaving some companies with 
a 6% customer retention rate.
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Take a look at your old content, and see if 
you can update the evergreen topics for the 
oncoming holiday season. Additionally, as 
you plan to create new content, be precise 
about which pieces will perform best in each 
of your channels, whether email, SMS, or push 
notifications. 

Above all, you should provide valuable holiday 
shopping content that educates, or helps your 
customers shop during the holidays, an excellent 
opportunity to build brand credibility and 
customer loyalty.

Discounts and sales are synonymous with 
holiday shopping; Black Friday and Cyber 
Monday alone promote some of the deepest 
discounts for the entire year. However, a one-to-
many approach to incentives creates a couple 
of problems for retailers and e-commerce, 
problems they might not even be able to identify 
without AI. 

The first problem is that when you have giant 
sales around Black Friday and Cyber Monday, 
you’re training your customers to pay attention 
only during those two days in November. You’re 
missing out on conversions for the rest of 
November and all of December. Some brands 
may just be trying to liquidate their merchandise 
with a one-off deep-discount day, but they miss 
a great moment to build customer loyalty, with 
an eye toward repeat business and customer 
retention.

According to data compiled by Qubit, a brand 
could bring in as much as 94% of their Black 
Friday revenue from new customers responding 
to discounts. However, the vast majority of these 
first-time buyers wander away, leaving some 

companies with an extremely underwhelming 
6% customer retention rate.

Another problem is that enormous discounts 
always affect your margins, yet they’re not 
always necessary to persuade people to buy. 
Some customers only require the waiving of 
shipping fees, in which case anything more 
is bleeding yourself of profit for no reason. 
However, with artificial intelligence marketing 
technology, you can determine the discount 
sweet spot that leaves your margins in good 
shape and also pleases each individual customer.

There is also evidence that drastically marking 
down items for holiday sales isn’t what some 
customers want. Among some luxury brands 
(who had the highest conversion rates on 2015’s 
Black Friday, as much as 114% better than at 
any other time of year), the customer base is 
more responsive to a reliably consistent online 
experience, and appreciates resources and 
content that offer the kind of advice that sets 
these brands apart from run-of-the-mill, deep-
discount companies. 

PROVIDE MEANINGFUL CONTENT THAT HELPS 
OR EDUCATES

PRECISION INCENTIVES
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ESTABLISH A PERSONALIZED, CONSISTENT BRAND EXPERIENCE 
ACROSS ALL CHANNELS 

BRAND 
EXPERIENCE

You’ve got a centralized database with unified profiles for all your 
customers, and you’ve implemented AI to scale all the data decisions 
you must make to engage customers. Now, it’s time to take all this hard 
work to the next level, and create a uniform brand experience across all 
channels.
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Historically, apart from logos and tag lines, 
a company’s channel presence was often so 
varied that a customer talking to a call center 
would have a completely different experience in 
a brick-and-mortar store, which in turn would 
be different to browsing the website or using 
a mobile app. The concept of multi-channel 
marketing has now evolved into an omnichannel 
approach, where it’s not enough to simply have 
some marketing presence in different channels. 
While companies are still working toward 
actively marketing to all available channels, they 
must now also make sure that each channel is 
consistent with the brand experience customers 
have come to expect.

There is no time more important than the 
holiday shopping season to make this 
omnichannel approach work.

There are several key components you’ll need 
to account for this summer if you want your 
holiday shopping plan to be well executed.
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Successful retailers and e-commerce brands 
respect mobile for its continued growth as a 
channel that customers prefer for browsing 
and buying. Over the past two years, mobile 
apps have become a critical way for customers 
to interact with brands, especially during late 
November and December. 

In addition to the helpful features built into the 
app, in-app messaging is a powerful marketing 
tool. 

The retention rate for apps that don’t use 
in-app messages is 13%, compared to 46% 
for those that do. 

Plus, you can automate in-app messaging for 
specific goals, such as cart abandonment. With 
the average online cart abandonment rate 
currently at 78%, one efficient way to mitigate 
this problem is to use automated triggers to 
deploy real-time messaging, such as sending a 
discount code within the app. 

As part of your mobile channel, push 
notifications are a tremendous way to engage 
your customers and extend a meaningful 
omnichannel experience. 

Based on analysis of the data generated by 
pushes, you can optimize the frequency of 
sending notices and nail down the right times to 
deliver a price drop that the individual customer 
is likely to take advantage of. Push notifications 
are also a reliable delivery method for relevant, 
helpful content, such as feature updates, special 
holiday incentives, restocked item alerts, and 
other time-sensitive discounts and service-
related benefits.

Perhaps most importantly, push messages 
provide the opportunity to personalize your 
messages and recommendations to suit the 
individual customer. 

These efforts reap rewards: 50% of 
customers opt-in for push notifications 
and find them useful. Moreover, 65% of 
customers come back to the app within 30 
days when push messaging is enabled, and 
push notifications boost app engagement 
by 88%. In some cases, push messages have 
achieved a fivefold revenue increase during 
promotions. 

MOBILE AND PUSH NOTIFICATIONS

46% 
retention rate for apps that use 
in-app messages

13% 
retention rate for apps that 
don't use in-app messages 
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A FEW TIPS: 

 ▸ Early in Q3, you should have your Black Friday push strategy mapped around the sales 
you want to promote with in-app messages. 

 ▸ Drive engagement with email blasts that remind users to check their app for special 
mobile-only savings.

 ▸ After Black Friday is over, use AI to identify customers who left items in their cart, then 
offer special discounts for these forgotten items in case customers are still interested.

 ▸ For brands with physical stores, take advantage of geo-tagging or beacons that direct 
app users to in-store promotions and holiday-themed events.

 ▸ To impress a sense of urgency, leverage in-app features like a holiday countdown clock 
that could show how much time shoppers have left before a sale expires, or how many 
days remain to redeem a free shipping offer.

88% 
boost in app engagement when customers opt-in 
for push notifications

65% of customers come back to the app 
within 30 days when push messaging is enabled

50% of customers find push notifications 
useful



A foundational component of omnichannel, 
email is still the killer app, the largest social 
network on earth, and the #1 ROI digital channel, 
doubling the revenue of the #2 digital channel, 
pay-per-click (PPC). All year long, you’re building 
your email list for the Q4 holiday shopping 
season; take some time at the start of Q3 to 
review the list, and compare it against your AI-
driven customer data. 

Segment your list, targeting both customers 
who haven’t bought from you in a while, and 
those who don’t respond well to a glut of emails. 
As you ramp up for Black Friday, Cyber Monday, 
and beyond, identify the content you want to 
promote through email, and set aside some 
giveaways and special promotions.

Online keeps gaining share and outpacing in-
store growth during the holidays. Last year, 
the National Retail Federation forecasted a 
3.6% increase for physical stores. This paled 
in comparison to the double-digit gains for 
e-commerce, which had its biggest Cyber 

Monday ever in 2016, bringing in over $3.3 
billion. Of the holiday shopping days that 
followed, more than 50 generated over $1 billion 
each in online sales. This is noteworthy when you 
consider that 2010’s Cyber Monday was the first 
single online day to reach $1 billion in sales. 

Even though some big brands are having a hard 
time offsetting the decline of in-store purchases 
due to online and mobile, the brick-and-mortar 
establishment is still relevant, incredibly so for 
some industries. At the very least, you want 
to make sure your in-store staff are trained to 
discuss, not only the in-store inventory, but also 
products available online. 

Another trend that addresses the least pleasant 
part of a store visit, namely, long checkout lines, 
is that some brands have armed staff with tablet 
devices to ring-up customers wherever they 
might be in the store. Finally, extend your holiday 
season past Christmas, when some brands can 
bring in 10% of their total holiday sales. 

Shoppers still respond to marketing text 
messages, which is great news for many brands. 
From a purely financial perspective, a customer 
service call center costs several dollars per 
conversation, whereas a single text conversation 
costs a few cents. Since SMS messages are less 
intrusive than phone calls, most people read 
text messages within the first three seconds of 
receiving them. 

What’s more, unlike email campaigns, SMS 
marketing messages have a staggering 98% 
open rate. While not every one of those 
opened texts results in a sale, 29% of targeted 
customers will respond to text messages, and 
47% of those responders go on to make a 
purchase.

EMAIL

WEB

IN-STORE 

SMS
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Social media continues to grow as an influencer 
in online and offline purchases, in addition to 
serving as the public face of your brand. Crafting 
holiday messaging is critical, but so is preparing 
to handle the negative and positive comments 

that customers can leave during the holiday 
season. Make sure that your staff are properly 
briefed on monitoring social media channels, and 
ready to respond in a way that’s consistent with 
the other channels in your brand’s wheelhouse. 

One of the most important channels through 
which customers judge your brand, is your 
customer service call center. You don’t always 
sell anything through this channel, but you do 
have a great opportunity to leave customers 
with the feeling that they were served in a 
professional manner, and their questions and 
concerns were addressed. 

The stakes are high during Q4, which can make 
it very tough on your customer service reps, 
but there are things you can do to lower the 
pressure. Thoroughly test offers and promotions 
to make sure there are no unanticipated 
technical problems that will leach valuable time 
from your call center. 

For a consistent and shopper-friendly 
experience, your staff needs to be able to talk 
about several common issues. Besides fielding 

data security and promotions questions, 
your call center has to be prepared to discuss 
shipping and return policies. Specifically, you 
should offer free shipping, or at the very least 
be very clear about how quickly products will be 
delivered to customers. 

In 2014, for example, Target, the second largest 
discount retailer in the US, began offering free 
shipping for online purchases. With no minimum 
order to qualify, customers took advantage 
of this perk, and by 2015, Target saw a 3% 
increase in the average size of orders. Raking in 
nearly half of all online holiday sales, Amazon 
is another good example, undercutting their 
competitors with incredibly fast shipping that 
often attracts last-minute shoppers.  

SOCIAL MEDIA 

CUSTOMER SERVICE 

Email is the largest social 
network on earth and the 

#1 ROI digital channel.

The Omnichannel Marketer's Holiday Domination Guide



FINAL THOUGHTS

Consider all the other holiday shopping days besides the big ones, and create reasons for shoppers 
to visit your site, app, or store throughout December, and even in the weeks after Christmas when 
there are still shoppers looking to purchase at steep clearance discounts. Build your unified profiles, 
mine them for historical shopping data and market projections, then extend your brand’s shopping 
experience across all your channels. Good luck, marketers. What will you do differently this holiday 
season?
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