
Acing the back-to-school 
shopping season
Five need-to-know trends for retailers

With shoppers expected to surpass last year’s 
total spending of upwards of $25 billion, the 
2019 pre-K–12 back-to-school shopping season 
promises to be a lucrative opportunity for 
retailers—if they position themselves to win.  
But making the right decisions to capitalize  
isn’t so simple.

In the face of relentless disruption of the retail space,  
retailers are grappling with difficult choices. How are  
consumer preferences for infinite choice and access  
impacting their back-to-school shopping habits?  
As the digital and physical worlds merge, how will it  
change where and how consumers spend their  
money? How are the highest-value back-to-school  
shoppers—those planning to spend $1,000 or  
more—altering their behavior in response to changes  
in the retail landscape?

KPMG surveyed more than 500 U.S. back-to-school  
shoppers1 to uncover the key back-to-school shopping trends 
retailers need to know this year, uncovering practical  
insights on timing, spend, channels, products, categories,  
activities, and more. The key findings shed light on how  
retailers can adapt their strategy and approach to profit  
off this back-to-school season.

1  Between June 26–28, 2019, KPMG conducted an online survey of 510 
U.S. back-to-school shoppers. All respondents are household spend 
decision makers with one or more children living in their household who 
will attend grades preK–12 during the 2019 school year.
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With plenty of activity already 
ongoing, retailers should prepare 
for an extended back-to-school 
shopping season. The vast 
majority of shoppers will start 
their back-to-school purchasing by 
mid-August, with online shoppers 
and heavy spenders starting 
even earlier. July and August are 
the most important months for 
retailers to attract customers. 
And closing sales quickly is 
critical. Most shoppers wrap up 
their back-to-school purchasing 
within one week of starting it. 

The race for market share is already on

June
July9% 42%

47%
August

September 
or later

2%

62%
of shoppers 

will complete 
most of their 
purchasing in 
the first week

When shopping will start

Back-to-school shoppers expect to spend $432 on average, a small uptick since last year. The 
main source of increased spend this season is online shopping. Not only is online shopping 
becoming more popular, but shoppers who purchase primarily online will spend quite a bit more 
than those who purchase primarily at brick-and-mortar stores. And, shoppers who are planning to 
increase their online purchasing this year will likewise increase their total spending much more 
than those who will shop the same amount or less online.

Online shopping will drive incremental spend increases

Average back-to-school spend

All shoppers

$432
Majority online shoppers

$534
Buy

38%

$33 61%

30%
Increase in spend by 

majority online versus 
brick-and-mortar shoppers

of spend increase by 
shoppers planing to purchase 

more online this year

of shoppers will do 
over 25% of their 
shopping online

of shoppers expect to 
increase the share they 
purchase online by at least 
5% compared to last year
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Both online and brick-and-mortar shoppers name mass merchants as their most popular 
shopping destination. Beyond that, preferences vary greatly by shopper type. Majority online 
shoppers also favor online-only retailers. Majority brick-and-mortar shoppers are partial to 
clothing stores. Heavy spenders, who spend over one thousand dollars shop more at online-
only retailers, and at electronics and office supply stores. They are the only group whose 
preferred channel is not mass merchants. Spend will span all product categories, with core 
school supplies and footwear leading the way, and heavy spenders concentrating more than 
average spenders on electronics.

All destinations and categories remain relevant

What shoppers buy

Where shoppers shop*

Core school 
supplies

*top three most popular destinations

Footwear Nonfootwear 
apparel

Electronics
88%

76% 75%

39%

39%

47%

46%

84% 61% 37%

This year Last year

Mass merchants

Online-only retailers

Clothing stores

65%
of majority 

online 
shoppers 

will shop at 
online-only 

retailers
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Strong online presence is fundamental

Consumers will actively seek value

For all shoppers, digital tools play a key role in the back-to-school shopping journey. Both 
majority online and majority brick-and-mortar shoppers plan to use online search to help 
them shop for back-to-school, above other tools. Eclipsed only by printed circulars and online 
search, retailer websites are also valued by both groups, with heavy spenders especially 
reliant on them. 

When deciding where to shop for back-to-school, price is the most important factor. 
Shoppers will take action to get the price they want. The most common shopper activities are 
searching for deals and discounts, comparing prices across different retailers, and checking 
in-store pricing of an item online. More shoppers than last year expect to buy online and pick 
up in-store as well as check for specific deals. Heavy spenders, in particular, are focused on 
accessing deals and discounts. They’re also more interested than the average shopper in 
real-time inventory information.

Online search

Printed circulars

Brick-and-mortar websites

45%

38%

34%

47%
of heavy spenders  

will access brick-and-mortar 
retailer websites

of shoppers cite 
price as important 
in deciding where 
to shop

77%

Tools shoppers use
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What shoppers do

44% 37%

33%

32%

18%

38%

34%

23%

This year Last year

Check in-store 
prices online

Compare prices 
across retailers

Check for deals 
and discounts on 

specific items

Buy online and pick 
up in-store

of heavy spenders 
will check if the 
product they want 
is in stock 

36%In stock
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Getting an A: A syllabus for retailers
Are retailers positioned to win this back-to-school shopping season? Are they focused on the 
right areas? What new capabilities do they need to build to better compete for available spend 
going forward? 

We’ve identified 10 key takeaways from our research to help retailers capitalize on current 
back-to-school shopping trends.

1 2

3
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5

Get moving now: Retailers that aren’t 
already marketing for back-to-school are 
missing the curve. Many shoppers have 
already started (or even completed) 
their back-to-school purchasing. This is 
even more likely for the highest value 
customers—big spenders. 

Stay in the mix: Although urgency 
is critical, back-to-school shopping is 
a long season. Successful retailers 
will spread their marketing spend and 
promotional offers to remain in the 
conversation throughout.

Localization matters: Back-to-school 
shopping does not look uniform across 
America. When it comes to timing, 
focused investment in the key weeks near 
the start of school season in each distinct 
region will set retailers apart. 

Invest in online shopping: Online 
channels should be a key focus of 
retailer promotional dollars this back-
to-school season. E-commerce is 
increasingly becoming a priority 
retail channel, with online shopping 
positioned to take the lion’s share of 
new spending. 

Cross-sell products: Retailers should 
recognize that most shoppers buy 
footwear and other apparel along 
with core school supplies. Bundle 
and position products on websites, 
in-store, and in marketing messages 
to take advantage of cross-selling 
opportunities. 

Meet customer information needs: 
Customers know value is within 
reach if they put in the effort to find 
it. The more information and options 
retailers can provide, the better. 
It’s the only way to compete when 
consumers have the power.
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Apply back-to-school lessons: 
Back-to-school shopping will end in the 
fall, but the consumer trends retailers 
spot today are likely to repeat and even 
accelerate during the next holiday. For a 
strong holiday season, retailers should 
apply successful tactics from their 
back-to-school shopping campaign.

Build digital capabilities: Consumers 
will use any tools at their disposal to 
have a rewarding shopping experience. 
As customers spend less time reading 
printed circulars and visiting stores, 
mastering digital marketing across 
search, social, and owned properties 
will help retailers attract and convert 
customers, anywhere they shop. 

8

9

7

10

Harmonize channels: From comparing 
pricing to checking inventory to making 
the actual purchase, customers expect 
to find, order, and buy from any channel 
or device. Retailers that provide a 
seamless, integrated experience are 
well-situated to improve customer 
acquisition and retention.

Leverage data: Data is an asset. As 
sales trends unfold across categories, 
channels, and offers, retailers should 
use their data to quickly measure 
results and modify their plans to 
ensure they are delivering the right 
value proposition to consumers.

How KPMG can help
A range of pressures—digital 
disruption, empowered consumers, 
rising costs, increased speed to 
market, and shifts in purchasing 
behavior—are challenging today’s 
retail businesses. KPMG helps clients 
navigate this changing marketplace 
and improve top- and bottom-line 
results by deriving data-driven  
insights and developing targeted 
strategies across markets, categories, 
and promotions.
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