
Merry and bright:
Retail executives are hopeful for 
the upcoming holiday season.

Retailers are getting into the holiday spirit with strong 
seasonal sales at the top of their wish list. But supply chain 
disruption, rising prices, and the COVID-19 Delta variant are 
causes for concern. 

According to a new KPMG survey of retail executives, 
holiday sales are anticipated to represent an average of 
35 percent1 of their company’s total annual sales. Retailers 
are expecting strong sales during the holiday season 
compared to 2020. KPMG expects sales growth will climb 
7 percent2 higher (year over year) compared to annual 
historical growth, which tends to run 3 to 4 percent. 
Yet, 82 percent3 of executives surveyed also acknowledge 
that they are either “somewhat” or “very concerned” about 
inventory shortages. 

Even with supply chain issues top of mind, online shopping 
continues to accelerate toward new highs this holiday 
season. Retailers surveyed predict e-commerce to surpass 
2020 levels, growing 35 percent this year.4 As a result, 
omnichannel strategies will be instrumental to holiday  
success. Retail executives will rely on the growing 
popularity of last mile delivery options such as buy online, 
pick up in store (BOPIS)/curbside pickup (46 percent), buy 
online and ship from store (40 percent), and buy in-store 
with home delivery (35 percent) as methods of fulfillment.5

Holiday promotions shine bright
Promotional activity will also play a bigger role this holiday 
season. Retailers surveyed think prices may climb as high 
as 15 percent (year over year).6 Still, 68 percent believe this 
year will be either “much more” or “somewhat more” 
promotional (beyond price promotions) than last year.7 More 
than half say they will keep their doors open on 
Thanksgiving, and most plan on launching Black Friday, 
Cyber Monday, and specific loyalty program promotions to 
boost holiday season sales.8

1 KPMG 2021 Retail Executive Holiday Survey, September 2021, survey fielded August 2021,     
slide 9, (All additional slide references in this report are from this source.)

2 Slide 9, KPMG calculated holiday sales growth rates using a weighted average of consensus 
analyst forecasts for the top 50 largest public retailers. Source: Analyst reports from 
ThomsonONE, Accessed Aug 23, 2021. Top 50 retailers sourced from National Retail Association.

3 Slide 23
4 Slide 9

“Throughout the pandemic, VF Corporation has been 
able to drive continued investment behind our digital 
transformation, which remains critical to our long-
term growth aspirations,” said Matt Puckett, 
VF Corporation's Executive Vice President and 
Chief Financial Officer. 

As a result, survey respondents expect to deploy 
35 percent9 of their overall marketing budget during the 
six-week holiday period from Thanksgiving to the New Year, 
with 42 percent being spent on digital campaigns. Ninety-
three percent expect digital marketing budgets to see 
moderate to significant increases while 55 percent predict 
traditional marketing spend to moderately decrease.10

Moreover, retailers plan to tailor their product assortment 
to accommodate holiday shoppers. Fifty-four percent plan 
to offer more value options, such as boxed sets, while 
39 percent will increase private label, and 38 percent will 
offer more premium assortments.11

Challenges with Grinch-like potential
Despite retailer enthusiasm, several issues have the 
potential to undermine sales expectations. Supply chain 
disruption is a key factor, continuing to present inventory 
challenges again this year. Difficulties pertaining to shipping 
container capacity, port congestion, driver shortages, and 
Delta variant concerns pose significant risks.

As a result, retailers face added pressure to better 
understand logistical challenges and anticipate consumer 
selection of high-demand products to meet inventory 
needs. To accommodate, retailers plan to alter their 
sourcing approaches by investing more heavily in safety 
stock (59 percent) and utilizing alternate suppliers 
(55 percent).12

5 Slide 12
6, 7, 11 Slide 14
8 Slides 18, 19, 20
9 Slide 16
10 Slide 17
12 Slide 23
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In addition, growing consumer concerns over rising prices 
and the spreading of the Delta variant may also have 
an impact on sales. Consumer price increases are up 
5.4 percent from a year ago, although the July increase of 
0.5 percent has slowed down from the previous rise of 
0.9 percent in June.13 Meanwhile, consumer sentiment fell 
in August, with the Index of Consumer Sentiment dropping 
by 11 points to 70.2 since April 2020, and suggesting that 
consumers are significantly more concerned than they have 
been in recent months.14

Increasing supply chain costs are adding pricing pressure 
to existing inflationary increases, which may influence 
consumer spending power, and Delta variant fears may 
keep shoppers out of stores. Retailers will do their 
best to counter concerns by enhancing convenience 
with e-commerce and last mile fulfillment options, 
driving additional value with holiday promotions, and 
keeping in-store safety measures in place to protect staff 
and consumers. 

Preparing for what’s ahead 
While retailers anticipate a strong holiday shopping season, 
the potential impact that current consumer concerns will 
have on holiday sales remains to be seen. To help retailers 
prepare for potential challenges, KPMG identifies five steps 
that retailers can take now:

— Think more strategically about holiday promotions. 
Consider the pressures inflation is having on margin 
structure. While consumers may expect to pay more, 
they’re also looking for good deals, especially during the 
holidays. Retailers can navigate both the supply and 
demand challenges of inflation by taking a strategic 
approach to revenue growth management. Use analytics 
to understand what pricing decisions can increase 
revenue while limiting the impact on margins.

— Double down on digital. New delivery models such 
as BOPIS; curbside pickup; ship from store; 
and click-and-collect are here to stay. Optimize 
an omnichannel approach to meet consumers 
where, when, and how they want to shop, while 
carefully monitoring the profitability impact of 
fulfillment. Retailers can increase market share by 
demonstrating an exceptional customer experience 
across each channel.

— Encourage shoppers to start early. Retailers can use 
digital marketing, promotional events, and social 
media to their advantage, focusing on loyalty and 
rewarding their most important customers that start 
their shopping early. Encouraging shoppers to start 
earlier in the season will help counter last-minute rush 
and supply chain bottlenecks. 

— Prioritize health and safety measures. With 
Delta variant concerns rising, retailers are wise to 
review and adjust health and safety measures to 
accommodate the holiday season. Being diligent about 
exhibiting high safety standards will help protect staff 
and customers and help make in-store experiences 
more comfortable. 

— Exercise agility and adaptability. Due to ongoing 
pandemic uncertainty, maintaining flexibility and being 
ready to pivot operations is key. Shifting consumer 
shopping behavior may require retailers to scale down 
in-store staff, while quickly ramping up digital and 
supply chain resources.

This report provides insights and recommendations 
for retail companies based on an August 2021 survey 
of more than 100 retail executives (decision makers 
vice president level and above, at companies with over 
$500 million in revenue) on their expectations for the 
holiday shopping season. It is also part of the KPMG 
Consumer Pulse survey series.

13 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Consumer Price Index, August 11, 2021
14 KPMG, “Shape shifting: How the pandemic is changing the contours of the economy,” 
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What do holiday shoppers think? 
Find out soon! KPMG will publish a consumer survey 
offering insights on consumer behaviors and perspectives 
on the holiday season. Subscribe to our Consumer & Retail 
Insights Program to receive our digital bulletin and our 
latest survey results.

“Retailers are bullish on the holiday season, showing 
confidence in their digital commerce improvements 
and the ability to fend off the inflationary and supply 
chain risks,” said Matt Kramer, National Sector 
Leader, Consumer & Retail, KPMG LLP.

https://www.kpmg.us/forms/subscribe-consumer-retail-insights.html
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