
THE 2022 HOLIDAY
PREPARATION PLAYBOOK
Where to start and how to stand out this holiday season



Emotions Heading into the 
Holiday Season
The past few holiday seasons have featured a bingo card’s worth of challenges 
to overcome. This has led to plenty of uncertainty on the part of brands whose 
annual performance is strongly dictated by the results of the holiday season. 

This year is no different. The 2022 holiday hurdles bingo card includes:

We are still months away from the holiday season beginning, and there is no 
way to predict what role these challenges will play when we get to October 
and November. But right now, inflation could be especially concerning for 
brands. The 8.5-percent US inflation mark reported in March was the fastest 
spike for the country during a 12-month span since 1981, which is causing 
consumers to spend much more than normal on everyday essential needs.1  
Depending on how much of an issue inflation remains in the fall, it could 
have a major impact on holiday shopping behaviors and what makes the cut 
as ”essential.” As of April, 34 percent of consumers surveyed by Ipsos said 
inflation makes them more likely to buy fewer products overall and 42 percent 
are looking to buy products on sale or during a promotion.2  

I N T R O D U C T I O N

• Rising inflation and economic volatility 
• Supply-chain issues and shipping delays
• Uncertainty around Russia and the war in Ukraine 
• Workforce issues in a tightening labor market 
• The potential for new COVID strains 

  1 Smialek, Jeanna, “Inflation Hits Fastest Pace since 1981, at 8.5% through March,” The New York Times, April 12, 2022. 
  2 Buss, Andrew, Wendy Wallner, and Laken Hughes, “Inflation Is Americans’ Top Concern, and It’s Not Going Away,” Ipsos, April 25, 2022.
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https://www.nytimes.com/2022/04/12/business/economy/inflation-report-march.html#:~:text=Inflation%20hit%208.5%20percent%20in,stubborn%20pandemic%2Drelated%20supply%20shortages.
https://www.ipsos.com/en-us/knowledge/consumer-shopper/Inflation-is-Americans-Top-Concern-And-Its-Not-Going-Away


Yet, despite so many potential obstacles, there are reasons for optimism. For 
one, several of these hurdles were present in 2021, and it was still a strong 
season. Brick-and-mortar retail saw a huge comeback, growing by 17.3 percent, 
as total retail spending shot up 16.1 percent compared to 2020. And while 
eMarketer foresees brick-and-mortar sales coming back down to Earth in 
2022, the company is still predicting ecommerce to rise by 15.5 percent on the 
way to a 3.3 percent total increase in spending.3  

Another reason is that uncertainty is a little more familiar now. Brands should 
have somewhat of a playbook for whatever happens. If another COVID strain 
moves engagement predominantly online, brands have already had to adjust 
to that. If we continue down a path toward “normalcy,” they obviously know 
how to do that, as well. Brands can find comfort in preparedness. 

To ensure your brand is ready for whatever circumstances 2022 has to offer, 
we have put together the second edition of our holiday preparation playbook, 
which breaks down the prominent trends emerging this year, the keys to 
success around those trends, and how to stand out in a crowded market.

  3 Smialek, Jeanna, “Inflation Hits Fastest Pace since 1981, at 8.5% through March,” The New York Times, April 12, 2022. 
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The Trends Driving Brands’ 
Approach to Holiday 2022
Holiday 2020 was the year of ecommerce explosion. In 2021, it was the brick-
and-mortar resurgence. For 2022, the behavior theme propelling the holiday 
season will be the variety of options: diversity in experiences, payment, 
shipping, and messaging. The behaviors forged over the past few years, 
mixed with our current reality and challenges, have brought three trends to the 
forefront of the holiday season: 

Success will be dictated by how well 
brands can bring together digital 
and physical touchpoints to create a 
seamless experience.

Economic and logistical challenges 
require an evolution of business 
models, payment methods, and 
shipping options.

01
A FOCUS ON HYBRID 
EXPERIENCES

02
THE NEED FOR OPTIONS ACROSS 
THE CUSTOMER JOURNEY 

During a long holiday season, the tone and content of brands’ messaging 
are integral to standing out and converting consumers who are flooded with 
options and restricted by budget. 

03
THE ROLE THAT CONTENT PLAYS THROUGHOUT THE HOLIDAYS

Rather than creating siloed channel strategies for how to approach the holiday 
season, set your brand up for success by capitalizing on these trends.  
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Hybrid Experiences: How 
Do Brands Reimagine Their 
Approach for the Hybrid 
Shopper?

KEYS TO SUCCESS

We all know by now the value that digital experiences bring and 
how consumers are wanting to engage online. But even if brick-
and-mortar sales come back down this year compared to 2021, 
traffic and sales to physical stores should still be a priority. 

For many, in-store purchases are still the most profitable 
avenue. While ordering online and shipping to their house is 
convenient for consumers, it is generally the most expensive 
method for brands to offload their products. If you only focus on 
ecommerce/delivery, it could eat into your bottom line. But if you 
only drive in-store shopping, you’ll miss out on opportunities to 
convert. 

Consumer goods brands have another reason to approach using 
a hybrid model. While in-store placement is best for visibility, 
elevating direct-to-consumer strategies provides a huge gain 
from a first-party-data standpoint, allowing brands to own the 
interaction and the experience, rather than relying solely on 
retail partners. 

All it takes is one bad experience during the holidays for a 
consumer to leave for another brand. While the ultimate goal 
should be to bring your experiences together to be more 
cohesive, prepare for traffic and engagement spikes on both 
your site and in your stores so that you’re not impacting 
consumers’ shopping experiences. 
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WHERE TO START

Management and transparency 
around inventory and product 
availability are now baseline 
requirements. Whether searching 
online or talking with an in-store 
associate, consumers want to know 
how many of a product are left – 
and more specifically, how many 
of a specific size and color – and 
where they can find it (if it is not at 
their current location). Ensure your 
product information management 
(PIM), enterprise resource planning 
(ERP), and other platforms are up 
to date to avoid creating a bad 
customer experience. 

01
TIGHTEN UP YOUR LOGISTICS

The purpose of hybrid experiences 
doesn’t just pertain to the channels 
in which a consumer engages. The 
way that your brand approaches the 
holiday season must be centralized 
as well. That includes your budget, 
KPIs, and internal alignment. If you 
are not working toward one goal as 
an organization on the back end, 
your front-end experiences will never 
truly align. 

02
EMBRACE A TOTAL COMMERCE 
APPROACH 
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HOW TO STAND OUT

Why would a consumer drive to a store instead of simply 
ordering online? If you build it, they will come doesn’t apply 
to physical retailers in 2022. Think about how you can create 
specialized experiences only available in stores to get people 
through the door. 

The breadth of information and convenience provided by 
digital channels can also play a valuable role in the in-store 
experience once a consumer arrives. This can be especially 
true when a strapped workforce diminishes the likelihood of 
a store associate being present. We’ll get into this more in the 
next section.

01
MAKE THE PHYSICAL MORE EXPERIENTIAL 

How to leverage physical spaces is a million-dollar question 
this year. This won’t apply to every brand, but for those with a 
large footprint, consider identifying underperforming stores and 
turning them into dedicated destinations for curbside pickup; 
buy online, pick up in store (BOPIS); or ship from store. This will 
drive foot traffic and free up delivery congestion in the stores 
that are performing best.

02
CONSIDER DELIVERY HUBS

This should be an option for both CPGs and retailers, as the 
benefits extend to both parties. With retail spaces underutilized, 
CPGs can take advantage of additional visibility opportunities by 
partnering with a retailer for a dedicated space inside brick-and-
mortar stores, while retailers can optimize their square footage 
and give consumers another reason to come inside. 

03
EMBRACE THE STORE-WITHIN-A-STORE CONCEPT
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HOW TO BLEND YOUR PHYSICAL AND DIGITAL SPACES

Brick-and-mortar stores are no longer just for walking up and down aisles, 
while digital devices no longer just provide 2D depictions of products. Here 
are some ways to get creative and maximize the space you have – physically 
and digitally – for today’s consumers. 

CREATE A VIRTUAL SHOWROOM 

Part of the appeal of in-store 
shopping is the ability to see, feel, 
and try on products before buying. 
Give your shoppers who can’t make 
it into a brick-and-mortar store 
more than just a picture to go off 
in making their decision. Create a 
VR or AR tool that lets shoppers 
see how an article of clothing 
would look on them, how a piece of 
furniture would look in their house, 
or even provide a different way 
for consumers to browse all of the 
products your brand has to offer. 

IN-STORE QR CODES 

Offering certain products exclusively 
online is already a common practice. 
This means that in-store shoppers 
aren’t always afforded the same 
breadth of selection as they could 
find online. Using on-shelf QR codes 
or physical look books can allow 
shoppers to purchase additional 
online-only products while in 
the brick-and-mortar store. It is 
an excellent way to extend their 
cart and can also be used as a      
chance-to-win promotion. 
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How Do Brands Meet Customer 
Needs in an Uncertain World?
KEYS TO SUCCESS

The holiday season is now truly a season long. What may have started as 
a way to capitalize on this massive spending opportunity continues out of 
necessity given the logistical challenges covered in the beginning of this 
playbook. That’s not to mention that, due to budget constraints, consumers 
may choose to spread out their holiday spending over the course of several 
months, rather than seeing a massive charge on their bank account all at once 
at the end of the year.

Start early, both in your preparation and in your promotion. With the changing 
of leaves and arrival of pumpkins should also come holiday products and 
deals. When we talk about having options, we’re not just referring to channels. 
We’re also referring to time. 
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WHERE TO START

Black Friday and Cyber Monday are still the single 
biggest shopping days of the season, but since 
“holiday” now runs the entirety of Q4, they are just 
single sprints in a long race. Simply comparing 
or measuring success by that one week can be 
nearsighted, especially given the variance in how 
people are shopping. Make sure your KPIs account 
for the entire season and that you are planning for 
sustainable growth and not just a spike during the 
last part of November.

01
PLAN KPIs FOR THE ENTIRE QUARTER 

It doesn’t matter if in-store activity opens back 
up. We’re not back in 2019. Curbside pickup; buy 
online, pick up in store (BOPIS); and other delivery 
methods are the minimum requirement this year. 

The same is true when it comes to payment. Either 
because of health and safety reasons or urgency, 
not everyone has time to stand in line, especially 
in a crowded store. Try to offer as many payment 
options as possible in order to alleviate friction 
at the point of transaction. This could be self-
checkout, contactless and mobile checkout, or 
features such as buy now, pay later (BNPL). This 
year, BNPL will be especially important. Leave this 
option off and you will lose customers.  

02
COVER THE BASICS 

10THE 2022 HOLIDAY PREPARATION PLAYBOOK



HOW TO STAND OUT

This entire section is about how options are key, and this is 
true. But so is priority. You don’t want to overwhelm shoppers 
with choices if you know some of the options aren’t going to 
be relevant. Tap into your first-party data. Has your customer 
told you – or can you infer by their behaviors – how they like 
to pay and receive their products? Serve up and pre-populate 
the payment, delivery, and other options that best align to their 
preferences and habits. 

Regional and demographic preferences and data are 
also key, as inflation is impacting markets and segments 
differently. Are your systems agile enough to accommodate 
for regional variances? If you cannot accomplish this, that’s 
OK. Be transparent about what options are available and how 
consumers can engage with your brand to get what they need.

01
ALIGN YOUR OPTIONS TO CUSTOMERS’ PREFERENCES

Marketplaces are popular avenues for holiday sales. The 
question isn’t whether to sell your products on a marketplace 
this year, but rather, how you integrate a marketplace strategy 
into your overarching plan. Selling products on Amazon or 
Wayfair provides increased visibility and access to a broad 
group of consumers, but you likely don’t want to give all of your 
products (not to mention your hold on the customer relationship) 
away to third parties. What will go on a marketplace and what 
do you want to make exclusive to your owned channels? This 
balance will be key to your success. 

02
CONSIDER YOUR MARKETPLACE STRATEGY
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THE CONSUMER BEHAVIOR FACT SHEET  

To be ready for any and every way your customers engage this holiday 
season, here is a look at what consumers are expecting from brands, 
according to both our own first-party research and other leading organizations. 

63% 
called free shipping 
very important in 
delivering convenient 
experiences, 30% 
higher than both 
two-day shipping and 
same-day shipping 
options.6

42%
In-store purchase

 13%
Curbside pickup

4 “The Next Generation of Consumer Behaviors.” Merkle. January 14, 2022.
5 “US Holiday 2021 Review and Holiday 2022 Preview.” eMarketer.
6 “The Next Generation of Consumer Behaviors.” Merkle.
7 “State of Marketing, Seventh Edition.” Salesforce. 2022. Accessed, April 29, 2022.
8 “The Next Generation of Consumer Behaviors.” Merkle. January 14, 2022.

MOST CONVENIENT WAYS TO RECEIVE PRODUCTS

MOBILE APPS

Will account for nearly half of ecommerce sales in 20225

69%
believe brands should 
offer new ways to 
receive products as a 
result of the pandemic.7 

36%
Home delivery

9%
BOPIS4

42% 
prefer to handle 
customer-service 
issues in stores 
rather than by phone, 
website, email, chatbot, 
or social media, and 
that includes 41% of 
Gen Zers who have 
grown up with phones 
in their hands.8
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https://www.merkleinc.com/thought-leadership/white-papers/2022-cx-trends-survey
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https://www.salesforce.com/ap/form/pdf/state-of-marketing/
https://www.merkleinc.com/thought-leadership/white-papers/2022-cx-trends-survey


The Role of Content: How Do 
Brands Communicate Effectively 
Given the Hurdles Along the 
Way?
KEYS TO SUCCESS

Holiday planning starts at the kickoff to summer and requires a well-thought-
out strategy to get right. But don’t let these hundreds of hours over the course 
of several months make you rigid and stubborn to any sort of deviation from 
the plan. Flexibility and agility are two of the most important qualities a brand 
can possess – really at any time – but especially during the holiday season. 

As these plans are being built, all we can do is speculate and hypothesize 
about what will happen and what will stand in the way. But consumer 
behaviors evolve on a minute-by-minute basis, and your messaging, approach, 
and even your priorities must pivot at a moment’s notice. Your customers’ 
loyalty and decisions could hinge upon your constant and transparent 
communication during those periods of adjustment.
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WHERE TO START

The majority of consumers have a set budget to spend on 
holiday gifts; once that runs out, it runs out. With tighter 
budgets, retailers will feel the urge to capture that share of 
wallet earlier in the season. On the other hand, you don’t want 
to have offered your best deals before Black Friday gets here.

Make sure you are staggering your offers and releases. Take 
the time to plan out your offers – and how you will articulate 
those offers – so that you are driving demand throughout the 
entire season.  And don’t forget to check your plan against 
your data. Just as we encourage you to consult your data for 
customers’ preferred payment options, you can also use your 
data to be more deliberate about who gets what offers and 
when. For customers who exhibit behaviors that indicate a high 
propensity to purchase this season, you may adjust your offer 
cadence to either expedite the purchase or delay the offer to 
see whether they will purchase without the added incentive. 
Leveraging your data to be more deliberate and precise about 
when to deploy the offers you have planned can help protect 
margin during these deep promotional periods.

01
PLAN OUT YOUR CALENDAR

Building on this first point, if you are not among a consumer’s 
top brands for product consideration, you will likely not get 
much of an opportunity for attention. It’s going to be critical to 
give consumers a reason why and when to buy from you. Find 
creative ways to let them know what’s coming so they can save 
budget, if necessary, and give you that consideration.

02
GIVE A REASON TO BELIEVE
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HOW TO STAND OUT

Running promotions to engage consumers is one of the most impactful 
strategies you can deploy leading up to and during the holiday season. Not 
only do promotions help gather additional zero- and first-party data, but they 
can also impact a number of necessary points of emphasis. Chance-to-win 
promotions help drive conversions and increase sales; motivate specific, 
desired consumer behavior; bring consumers together to create social 
movements; and train, engage, and reward seasonal retail workers.   

01
LEVERAGE CHANCE-TO-WIN PROMOTIONS

No relationship works when one side is always trying to get something from 
the other. Just like how brands will need to spread out offers throughout the 
season, you also don’t want to only talk about your offers for three straight 
months. Topics like sustainability and social-impact activities are always 
sought-after by consumers. But given the spirit of the season, it can be a great 
time to highlight how your brand gives back to its communities. In the eyes of 
younger consumers, the products’ price and quality is just one element of the 
equation. How a brand operates and gives back to society is a major driver of 
behaviors. When we surveyed consumers earlier this year, we found that 83% 
of Gen Zers and 76% of millennials feel that brands should take a stance on 
social issues.9 

Your messaging must be authentic, or else consumers will see through it, 
but the holidays are an excellent time to share your charitable initiatives and 
potentially provide incentives for your customers to give back as well. For 
example, running a promotion where a holiday purchase results in a product 
or donation being gifted to someone in need. These promotions offer an 
opportunity to drive purchases without a discount when a portion of the 
purchase goes to the charity. By not discounting, you are able to donate more.

02
FOCUS ON CHARITABLE EFFORTS

  9 “The Next Generation of Consumer Behaviors.” Merkle.
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DAYS OF GIVING SWEEPSTAKES

In this advent calendar-inspired solution, a new prize is given away each day of the 
campaign. Upon daily visits, consumers are registered for a mystery prize, as well as 
the grand prize. Use this solution to gather zero- and first-party data and build your 
database for remarketing purposes. The lure of the daily mystery prize will bring new 
consumers to your brand, building your database in the process and keeping your 
brand top of mind throughout your most critical revenue-driving period.

CONTENT INSPIRATION GUIDE

Don’t get caught with four months of sales messages and little else. Here are three 
ways you can engage your customer base with chance-to-win promotions from 
September through December. 

DIGITAL WISH LIST WITH         
CHANCES TO WIN

For the customers utilizing ecommerce 
for the holidays, offer an interactive 
tool that allows consumers to build a 
personalized online wish list. Participants 
can send their holiday wish lists to 
others, and one lucky winner will receive 
everything on his or her list! This solution 
drives online engagement, time spent, 
and education. The personalized and 
aspirational aspect of a digital wish list 
with a chance to win increases time 
spent with your brand as consumers dig 
into your site to build their perfect list. It's 
also a great opportunity to educate them 
on your products, and it can help drive 
incremental sales when participants 
share their wish lists with family and 
friends.

HASHTAG SWEEPSTAKES

This simple chance-to-win promotion 
type encourages consumers to post 
about your brand in the social space 
for the chance to win a prize. These 
"hashtag-to-win" campaigns on 
Instagram, Twitter, and TikTok can be 
built quickly and are a great way to grow 
your follower base, engage fans, build 
buzz, and showcase user-generated 
content. Use this type of solution to get 
something up and running quickly and 
engage people on social media. While 
people share on social a lot, their activity 
is really ramped up during the holidays. 
They post about wish-list ideas, presents 
and packaging, celebratory food items, 
home and yard décor, family gatherings, 
and parties with friends, so capitalize on 
one of these holiday moments when you 
build a hashtag sweepstakes that relates 
to your brand. 
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This playbook is filled with ideas and tactics to help you succeed during the 
holidays. But ultimately, success comes down to your ability to prioritize and 
plan what will be most impactful for your brand. Where do your biggest pain 
points live? Data collection? Communication? The transaction? This should be 
your starting point. And, of course, timing is essential. But by addressing how 
you can create hybrid experiences, offer consumers the options they demand, 
and message to them in ways that keep them engaged throughout the 
season, you will have done everything necessary to stand out. Just be flexible 
enough to move to plan B (or C), depending on what the holiday challenge 
bingo card throws at you. 

C O N C LU S I O N
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About Merkle

Merkle, a dentsu company, is a leading data-driven customer experience management (CXM) company 
that specializes in the delivery of unique, personalized customer experiences across platforms and 
devices. For more than 30 years, Fortune 1000 companies and leading nonprofit organizations have 
partnered with Merkle to maximize the value of their customer portfolios. The company’s heritage in 
data, technology, and analytics forms the foundation for its unmatched skills in understanding consumer 
insights that drive hyper-personalized marketing strategies. Its combined strengths in performance media, 
customer experience, customer relationship management, loyalty, and enterprise marketing technology 
drive improved marketing results and competitive advantage. With more than 14,000 employees, Merkle 
is headquartered in Columbia, Maryland, with 50+ additional offices throughout the Americas, EMEA, and 
APAC. For more information, contact Merkle at 1-877-9-Merkle or visit www.merkleinc.com.
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