
R E A D Y.  S E T.  S E L L

A Real-World

to Holiday Readiness
GU DE



Introduction03
Performance Tuning04
Search Engine Optimization 06

Paid Media Campaigns08
Email10
Website Merchandising12

Analytics & Optimization13
Essential Tips to Ensure Holiday Readiness15

Contents 

2



Are you ready for the holiday selling season? Now is the time 
to finalize peak season preparation if you want to capture your 
share of the growth projected in 2019. In the U.S., the National 
Retail Federation predicts a solid 10- to 12-percent increase in 
holiday sales over last year’s record online sales, which rose 

from $108.2 billion in 2017 to $126 billion. 

Each year grows more competitive for holiday dollars as new, 
born-online brands enter the fray and traditional retailers 
up their digital game. So, what actions do you need to take 
today? How can you ensure that your infrastructure is able 
to support the traffic you predict – assuming you’ve made 
projections? What can you do to ensure that customers find 
you when and where they are looking for gifts? How much do 
you need to increase your paid media budget year over year? 

This eBook answers these and many other questions and 
provides concrete actions you can take to prepare for the 
holiday season. We’ve assembled a comprehensive check 
list -- insights that are the result of our work over many years 
helping a wide array of retailers and brands optimize for the 
holidays. 

Yes, the season of giving may be months away, but now is the 
time to tune your eCommerce environment and finalize digital 
marketing plans to drive holiday sales.

Introduction
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Performance 
Tuning
Optimizing your commerce environment for 
the holidays is all about speed, capacity, and 
eliminating friction points. The truth is that it’s 
a numbers game when it comes to optimizing 
technology. Consider this: As page load time 
on mobile devices increases from one to five 
seconds, bounce rates rise to 90 percent; 79 
percent of customers dissatisfied with web 
performance will abandon a site and never 
return. The trick is to plan, test, and monitor 
your commerce environment.

As page load time  
on mobile devices 
increases from  
one to five seconds,
bounce  
rates rise to 90%

Clearly define your peak volume 
targets and get buy-in across the 
organization (IT, Business, Marketing) 
on what to expect. Be sure to predict 
traffic expected from your largest 
marketing campaigns, including email, 
social media, and advertising pushes.

An easy way to think about volume 
targets is to imagine the peak hour 
of your peak day. How many orders 
do you expect to process during that 
hour? How many page views do you 
expect to serve during that hour? If 
you only have figures for the entire 
peak day, that’s okay; assumptions 
can be made about how concentrated 
your peak hour will be.

Verify system and application 
capacity aligned with your targets. 
At least one month ahead of peak 
periods, you should have a plan in 
place to ensure your system can 
withstand predicted spikes. Do a quick 
speed test on your site. Upgrade 
your server or hosting plan before the 
anticipated spike in traffic.
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Run performance tests to ensure 
your system can handle expected 
targets. Don’t rely on sizing 
documents from your technology 
vendor. Often commerce sites are 
quite customized. Each new software 
release or bug fix could introduce 
poor performance, and even fix packs 
can have unintended performance 
consequences.

Don’t forget to review your new 
promotions and verify they won’t 
impact performance. Holiday is a 
tempting time to unleash exotic new 
promotions and deals. Be careful 
they don’t crash your site. Be sure to 
perform load testing.

Ensure your systems and applications 
are scalable to adjust for unexpected 
traffic. Even the best laid plans can go 
awry. Can you quickly add computing 
power to address unexpected load? 
If you are in the cloud, and/or are 
relying on a platform provider, don’t 
just count on adding more hardware 
to meet traffic demands. Keep in mind, 
you need to identify bottlenecks in 
the system -- choke points where it 
doesn’t matter how much hardware 
you’ve deployed. If the bottleneck is 
at the database level, for instance, you 
stand to inflame the issue if you add 
more app and web servers.

Create a caching strategy for your 
commerce platform. The truth is 
caching can be the key to achieving 
your capacity goals, and keep your 
costs in check. Without caching, the 
majority of your workload is being 
handled by the most expensive and 
mission critical systems. Why not 
offload the most basic and repetitive 
tasks to systems that are designed to 
deliver that kind of work?

Keep change under tight control. The 
lead up to peak season is the most 
tempting time for all stakeholders 
to get in last-minute functions and 
adjustments, changes that could 
jeopardize site performance. A single 
errant database query can crash a site. 
Test for non-functional requirements 
like performance in addition to 
functional and quality assurance 
testing. Implement a code freeze date 
well in advance of peak season.

Monitor site performance and 
availability. Don’t let your customers 
to be the first ones to identify site 
issues. Get something in place to get 
ahead of issues. At the same time, 
ensure you identify who gets notified 
if the site is in trouble? How quickly? 
What is the escalation procedure if the 
problem is not resolved?
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Digital shoppers in the U.S., spent $122 billion 
online in the 2018 holiday season. How do 
you ensure they will find your brand in their 
search for gifts this year? A well-defined SEO 
strategy will drive traffic and sales over the 
holidays. And, while SEO requires attention 
365 days a year, a plan focused on holiday is 
essential well in advance of peak season to 
set up your site for success.

Digital shoppers in 
the U.S., spent  
$122 BILLION  
online in the 2018  
h o l i day  s e a s o n .

Start building and executing your 
holiday content strategy now. 
Although the ideal time to begin was 
June you can still gain traction with key 
words and phrases aligned with your 
goals and what you are targeting this 
year. Remember – SEO takes time. If 
you do not start your content strategy 
early enough, you will have to rely on 
paid channels to drive traffic.

Use free tools like Google Trends or 
AnswerThePublic for topic research. 
Google trends will help to identify 
emerging keyword trends and 
search intent by device. Google not 
only shows you interest over time, 
but also where the interest lies by 
region. AnswerThePublic provides key 
questions, comparisons, prepositions, 
and related terms. Check out this 
search on “lipstick” to see the range 
available.

Analyze the keywords that drove 
success last year and what you are 
ranking for currently: Optimize for 
those terms, creating more in-depth 
product page content, including 
video. 

Search Engine 
Optimization
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Help your content rank through a 
strong distribution strategy. Creating 
content and posting it on a blog is not 
enough to ensure successful visibility. 
Every piece of content should be 
accompanied by a distribution plan 
to push out to relevant affiliates and 
social channels. This will increase the 
chances of getting backlinks, which 
will help rankings in organic search. 

Refine your search strategy to 
include your new products and 
offers this year and, of course, top 
performers from the previous year 
since you’ve already ranked for them.

Define your target audiences and 
ensure the content you create is 
specific enough for these buyers. It 
is important to remember that your 
normal buyer may not be the target 
for holiday content. For example – If 
you are optimizing a “Gift Guide for the 
Woman in your Life,” you will typically 
want to write with men in mind. This 
will also translate to the distribution 
strategy if you are using paid social 
channels and defining a target 
audience. 

Start developing your gift guides 
and landing pages now. Reach out to 
influencers for backlinks to gift guides 
or dedicated pages with seasonal 
content. Leverage across all social 
channels. 

Optimize your holiday landing pages 
with holiday centric keywords. 
Make sure URLs, titles, descriptions, 
headlines, content, and links reflect 
customer search habits. Also, be sure 
to redirect shoppers to dedicated 
holiday pages when they arrive at your 
site. 

Optimize your content for voice 
devices. Voice search bots love pages 
with questions and answers, so start 
thinking about those FAQs pages, or 
drop some key questions on product 
pages. Think natural language -- voice 
queries average at least seven words, 
whereas text searches average just 
three. Remember, website content for 
voice search isn’t about keywords, it’s 
about semantic search and answering 
a question.

Get a head start on indexing holiday-
specific queries: Begin to use holiday-
specific keywords and phrases in the 
page metadata and copy. For instance, 
start writing blog posts, building sneak 
peek pages, and researching trends. 

Ensure your site is ready to handle 
the influx of holiday traffic, especially 
for days such as Black Friday 
and Cyber Monday. It would be 
catastrophic if your site crashed or 
if it slows to the point of deterring 
customers.
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Apply key learnings from last year’s holiday 
season. Know what campaigns did not 
perform, along with what worked better than 
expected. But don’t simply replicate the 
same holiday strategy year over year. Try new 
tactics aligned with your holiday strategy and 
any new products. 

Everything you do should be supported 
by your data, so take a granular look at 
analytics. See what content drove the highest 
conversions – and the lowest. Apply the 
insights you uncover to holiday tactics. Often 
this is easier said than done. So, don’t rule 
out teaming with digital analytics experts to 
tease out insights.

Expect  
to spend  
more in media  
campaigns this year

Lock down your budget early and 
earmark as much as you can for this 
critical selling period. You don’t want 
to be halted too early into the season 
because you’ve spent your budget. 
Look at where you invested last year 
and what performed. Were you short 
in 2018 or did you leave money on the 
table? Plan accordingly.

Budget for higher media costs than 
last year. You should be planning for 
an increase of up to 30 percent. Paid 
media gets more competitive each 
year – because it works. Be agile, too. 
Be prepared to move budget between 
channels. If performance is high in one 
channel and low in another, shift your 
investment. 

Use last year’s results as your 
baseline for this year’s. See where you 
underperformed in 2018 and rethink 
those promotions. Get creative, too. 
Use more compelling content. This is 
your opportunity to experiment with 
new approaches, including design, 
attitude, and offers.

Test and learn. Run test campaigns 
to find out what creative works, both 
in design and copy to each identified 
audience and segment.

Paid Media 
Campaigns

30%
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Ensure your promotions are 
compelling. Offering a percentage 
off an order or item is typically more 
effective than providing a specific 
amount off – say, $20. People are more 
motivated to buy when they receive a 
discount expressed as a percentage.

Maximize your exposure time for 
each promotion. You can do this 
with ad and campaign schedulers. 
Make sure your promotions are 
accurate, and your ad scheduling is 
working correctly. Be prepared to 
watch performance daily. Variables 
like time of day and weekday matter. 
Watch and learn if you need to push 
budgets or pull back in one area that 
is underperforming to spend more in 
another.

Pay attention to competitors, 
including what they did last year. This 
is often a lens into the future and how 
you can compete more effectively.

For paid social, identify what 
audiences drive the best performance 
and assess what works for them — 
static, carousel, video, collection, etc. 
In almost all cases, what works is brand 
dependent. Video works for health 
and beauty brands, whereas static, 
carousel and collection ads may work 
better for apparel retailers. 

Sync your digital marketing team 
– including creatives – to define and 
align your creative direction. Get 
assets built early – ideally, by early 
October, which is when ambitious 
shoppers start buying.

Start early with teaser campaigns 
to get people engaged before the 
holidays. Build momentum with 
mystery – people love a reveal. Create 
suspense, for instance, around an 
upcoming offer or something new you 
are launching. This applies to both 
paid media and email campaigns.
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Email
The average return on email marketing is $38 
for every dollar invested. Transactional emails 
have eight times more opens and clicks than 
any other type of email and can generate 
six times more revenue. These are just a few 
statistics that illustrate the value of email 
marketing. Email is key to communicating 
with customers and boosting sales over the 
holidays, but getting it right means a well-
defined plan, personalization, and compelling 
content and creative.

dollar invested in 
email marketing

is the average  
return for every

Map out an email strategy that 
includes well-defined audience 
segments and frequency of messages. 
Review the components of your 
email program, including trigger and 
transactional emails. User behavior is 
reflected in triggered emails. They are 
successful because they not only are 
timely but are highly personalized for 
recipients. 
 
Get personal. Personalized 
communication increases 
engagement, customer satisfaction, 
and retention. Analyze your subscriber 
base and re-engage with people on 
your core list – the ones, for instance, 
who shop with you over the holidays. 
Understand who you are sending to 
and apply a personalization strategy 
that reflects previous interactions with 
your brand. For an abandoned cart 
email, for instance, personalize the 
message with images and details from 
the product category the shopper 
visited.
 

$38
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Align your email creative with other 
channels, including social media and 
web assets. You can save time by 
developing holiday email templates 
now. And, make sure you apply a 
mobile-first design since more than 
60 percent of all email is opened on 
mobile devices. 
 
Collect new email subscribers by 
implementing noninvasive lightboxes 
or placing the email sign-up at the top 
of your navigation bar with a strong 
offer and opt in call to action.
 
Apply key learnings from subject line 
testing in the 2018 holiday season to 
see what works with your subscribers. 
Also, using emoticons and emojis in 
the subject lines will drive up open 
rates – by some accounts as much as 
56 percent higher.
 
Ensure that your promotion codes 
you email are thoroughly tested and 
easy for customers to add to their 
carts and use for in-store purchases.
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Website 
Merchandising

Inspiration – that’s one way to drive holiday 
sales through digital merchandising. 
This means curating creative gift guides, 
assembling holiday bundles, rewarding 
buyers with offering compelling 
promotions. While just about every 
chapter in this eBook addresses a form of 
merchandising, also consider these ideas 
to inspire shoppers.

Prepare holiday gift guides, including 
creative bundles and themes 
aligned with your brand and holiday 
messaging. Organize the content by 
audience, category, or price. As a rule, 
avoid more general gift guides. Bring 
together groups of items, united by a 
theme – say, gift buying for toddlers 
– then consider who is buying and 
target these groups – grandparents, 
aunts, uncles, etc. 

Make sure your gift guides are easy 
for shoppers to access, especially on 
mobile – in fact, think about featuring 
them on your home page and, of 
course, in email and social campaigns. 
Also, be sure to update the content on 
a regular basis, including out of stock 
conditions.

Increase your average order value 
(AOV) by creating holiday bundles or 
companion opportunities. If you are 
featuring apparel, add complementary 
accessories to product detail pages. 
Feature these sets in your content, 
navigation, social campaigns, and 
email campaigns. 

Consider tiered promotions – buy 
one item, for instance, and receive a 
discount on a companion product. 
This approach not only can increase 
AOV, but also helps to introduce 
customers to products they may not 
have considered buying without an 
incentive. 

Reward your most loyal customers 
– you know who they are through 
analytics – with deeper discounts or 
exclusive promotions.

Inspire urgency in your promotions. If 
availability is limited or an offer is time 
sensitive, for instance, communicate 
this, so shoppers are more motivated 
to buy quickly.
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Analytics & 
Optimization
Conversion Rate Optimization (CRO) 
identifies friction in digital sales channels.  
With insights from site analytics and 
continuous user testing, incremental 
improvements are made along the customer 
journey to eliminate friction and increase 
conversions. There are many ways to achieve 
this essential objective.

It’s estimated 
that there is an 
cart abandonment 
rate on mobile devices

Complete a thorough audit of 
analytics tags on your site to ensure 
all pages are properly tagged and can 
deliver accurate performance data. 
Incorporate web tracking codes into 
your site that are integrated with your 
eCommerce and email platforms to 
record browsing behaviors of site 
visitors.

Huddle with your full team, 
including designers, developers, and 
merchandisers. Pull from the past six 
months of activity and do an analysis 
of what worked – say, the top three 
performers. Look at poor performers, 
too, and compare with the winners. 
Look for subtle differences -- nuances 
in design and content to which 
performance can be attributed. Is it 
a subject line? The use of video or 
creative design? A more compelling 
offer? All these variables can influence 
results. 

Build a dashboard or report format 
for holiday metrics. Repurpose last 
year’s tool – of course, improving 
where you need it – so that you can 
easily compare results year-over-year. 
Monitor results daily and watch for 
trends. If you see that a campaign or 
promotion is underperforming, make a 
change.

Test, test, and keep testing. Test your 
promotions, your content and offers, 
and adjust course based on results you 
see. If one offer isn’t performing, try 
something different the next week. 

86%
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Be agile and smarter about how 
you are spending your marketing 
dollars. Pull back paid search, for 
instance, if you are hitting your targets 
in one area and apply the savings to 
underperformers. 

Think mobile-first to boost 
conversion – think fast load times, 
smart search and navigation, mobile-
friendly UX, speedy checkout, and 
more. Check out our blog on all the 
different ways to achieve this. 

Consider a one-step checkout 
extension. Minimize text input required 
at checkout. This is especially critical 
on mobile devices where shopping 
carts are the most likely to be 
abandoned – an estimated 86%  
ditch rate.
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Record What Worked and  
What Didn’t

Analyze key successes and failures in the past 
year. Create concise documentation that can 
be accessed during next year’s planning, which 
will ensure you avoid repeating mistakes and 
carry key learnings into next year.

Start Now

Plan early for success. Trading strategies, 
marketing and promotional activities, order 
management and fulfillment plans, and 
team structure all can be planned in-depth, 
in advance. Potential challenges such as 
marketing budgets, replatforming, load 
testing or resourcing should be identified and 
addressed early.

Expect the Unexpected

Be ready for the unexpected and know how 
to react when things don’t go according to 
plan (think outages, volume spikes, inventory 
availability). Peak readiness and ‘war game 
planning’ is vital for a business to think quickly 
and understand how all eventualities will be 
handled. With specific responsibilities and 
contingencies in place you not only can keep 
revenue flowing during peak but protect brand 
reputation should any problems arise.

Test. Test. And Test Again.

Platform glitches are more likely to arise 
during peak time. The only way to be sure 
errors don’t arise during peak is by load and 
performance testing as early and often as 
possible in your peak preparation. Everyone 
knows downtime is expensive. For every 
minute of downtime, Amazon loses $220,000 
in revenue. In fact, check out this Gremlin 
estimator that calculates how much each 
second of downtime costs some of the largest 
eCommerce retailers in the U.S. The point 
is this — where possible, remove potential 
bottlenecks and make the platform scalable 
and stress-free when the crunch comes.

Be Agile

The retailers who capitalize most during 
peak are often those prepared to innovate. 
Whether that’s driving a radical social media or 
digital advertising campaign, launching a new 
product, going mobile with improved UX or an 
app, or offering same-day shipping for the first 
time. Trying something new will show existing 
customers you’re willing to evolve, as well as 
attracting a new audience.

Work with Experts

Partnering with commerce experts such as 
LiveArea can ensure that you maximize your 
holiday revenue. We can help you audit and 
address all of the opportunities to improve 

holiday readiness. Drop us a line to learn 
more.

Essential Tips to
Ensure Holiday Readiness
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ABOUT

LiveAreaCX.com

LiveArea is an award-winning global 
commerce services provider. The
comprehensive portfolio of capabilities we 
deliver combines consulting, strategy,
design/UX, technology, and digital marketing 
to bring commerce to life. 

For more than a decade, emerging businesses 
and leading brands – including 30+ retailers 
ranked among the current Internet Retailer 
500 – have turned to LiveArea to grow and 
transform their B2C and B2B commerce 
channels. Clients cover a variety of verticals, 
including health and beauty; fashion and 

apparel; luxury; consumer packaged goods, 
retail; automotive; and business to business. 
An extensive network of ecosystem partners 
includes leading commerce platform 
providers along with an array of solution 
partners. LiveArea, a PFSweb Inc. business 
unit, has offices in Dallas, Seattle, New York 
City, Raleigh, London, Sofia, and Bangalore. 

Contact us to learn more.
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