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A Digital-First 
Holiday 
Season In September, Deloitte predicted that this year’s holiday sales would 

see “tepid-to-modest” annual growth of just 1% to 1.5%. Ecommerce 

sales, Deloitte contended, would be responsible for the lion’s share 

of activity, expected to balloon by 25% to 30% - nearly twice the 

year-over-year growth recorded in 2019. 

To say that 2020 has not been a typical year is somehow both an 

understatement and a cliché. COVID-19 has changed nearly every 

aspect of our lives: how we work and study, how we travel, how we 

interact with friends and family. In the retail sector, the pandemic 

changed consumer behaviors and priorities. It caused shifts in brand 

loyalty and made availability, convenience, and affordability the 

predominant factors in consumer choice. 

Most critically, COVID-19 caused mass-migration online: during the 

first half of the year, online retailers experienced holiday-like traffic. 

In July, Salesforce reported that Q2 2020 saw global digital revenue 

go up by an unprecedented 71% over the same period in 2019.

https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/pages/about-deloitte/articles/press-releases/a-tale-of-two-holiday-seasons-as-a-k-shaped-recovery-model-emerges-consumer-spending-heavily-bifurcated.html#
https://www.retaildive.com/news/what-covid-19-did-to-customer-loyalty/583377/?utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Issue:%202020-08-12%20Retail%20Dive%20Newsletter%20%5Bissue:29043%5D&utm_term=Retail%20Dive
https://www.retaildive.com/news/what-covid-19-did-to-customer-loyalty/583377/?utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Issue:%202020-08-12%20Retail%20Dive%20Newsletter%20%5Bissue:29043%5D&utm_term=Retail%20Dive
https://services.google.com/fh/files/misc/2020_retailguide_en-us.pdf?utm_campaign=en-us&utm_medium=website-twg
https://www.salesforce.com/blog/2020/07/covid19-holiday-readiness-retail-commerce.html
https://www.salesforce.com/blog/2020/07/covid19-holiday-readiness-retail-commerce.html
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For retailers, the holiday season typically stretches from Black 

Friday in late November to the New Year. This year, even the 

timeline is different. When Amazon announced in July it will 

postpone its summer Prime Day to the fall (finally settling on 

October 13), it effectively made it the new harbinger of 

holiday shopping. With China's Singles Day on November 

11—expected to be the biggest shopping day in history with 

sales of more than $45 billion—global merchants could be 

looking at a very busy 3-month shopping season. Consumers 

are on board: one in three shoppers plan to start their 

holiday shopping earlier this year. 

The expectation is that despite an unsettled global economy 

(and perhaps because of it) consumers will seek deals 

heading into the holiday season, and will continue to spend 

online (in the US, 71% of adult shoppers said they plan to do 

the majority of their holiday shopping digitally).

https://www.cnbc.com/2020/10/08/amazon-prime-day-annual-sales-event-will-be-most-challenging-yet.html
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/us-consumers-to-spend-1b-hours-shopping-on-mobile-this-holiday-season-301125399.html
https://blackfriday.com/news/cyber-week-2020-survey
https://content-na1.emarketer.com/majority-of-us-shoppers-will-turn-digital-holiday-shopping-needs-this-year?ecid=nl1014
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With holiday shopping valued at 20% of annual revenue, it is hard to 

overstate the role it plays in retail. In a recent PayPal-commissioned 

survey, one in five retailers said their future is "dependent" on how 

well they do over the holidays. 

Typically this time of year, we dig into our data to issue predictions on 

the nature of the upcoming season. Throughout the year, we’ve been 

combing through our data to monitor the evolution of online shopping: 

the growing preference for digital goods, the rise of BOPIS and 

curbside pickup, and an increase in mCommerce, to name a few. 

As we approach November, it is clear that this holiday season will be 

in a category of its own. Since past holiday seasons might serve as 

unreliable predictors for 2020, we hypothesized that holidays 

celebrated during the pandemic could shed some light on what’s 

ahead. We looked at two US holidays noted for their sales - Memorial 

Day (May 25) and Labor Day (September 7) to try and anticipate 

activity on Black Friday / Cyber Monday. We then looked at gift-giving 

days, Mother’s Day (May 10) and Father’s Day (June 21), to predict 

shopping patterns for the winter holidays.

Predicting the 
Unpredictable

https://nrf.com/insights/holiday-and-seasonal-trends/winter-holidays/winter-holiday-faqs
https://newsroom.paypal-corp.com/2020-09-16-Why-Retailers-Need-To-Get-Proactive-And-Digital-Ahead-Of-The-Holidays
https://newsroom.paypal-corp.com/2020-09-16-Why-Retailers-Need-To-Get-Proactive-And-Digital-Ahead-Of-The-Holidays
https://www.retaildive.com/news/half-of-holiday-shoppers-plan-to-use-curbside-or-contactless-pickup-survey/585575/
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What We Learned: 
Expect More Volume

2020 Holidays:  a Very Digital Shopping Season

The good news is: online merchants can expect growth. 

Globally, two opposing factors are pulling at the rope of the 

digital economy: on the one side, the global recession 

brought on by the pandemic, and on the other, a massive shift 

to eCommerce. So far, the latter seems to be winning, tilting 

the balance in favor of online retail. Throughout the year, 

growth was achieved globally, with some of the more 

dramatic increases documented in markets where 

eCommerce previously had lower penetration. 

Starting in April, we observed increased eCommerce activity, 

with volumes nearing and maintaining near-holiday-levels 

over the ensuing months. This upward trend played out on 

shopping holidays, with people buying more and spending 

more per order. US Memorial Day saw a 17% YoY increase in 

the dollar amount spent, with the average cart value up 18%. 

Labor Day saw 35% growth with a 2.5% increase in average 

order size.

DOLLAR AMOUNT SPENT, JANUARY-OCTOBER

TRANSACTION VOLUME, 

JANUARY-OCTOBER

○ Source: Riskified

● 2019 ● 2020

Jan 01 Oct 10

Jan 01 Oct 10

https://content-na1.emarketer.com/global-ecommerce-2020
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We also saw a significant increase in online spending during 

gift-giving holidays (Mother’s Day was up 22%; Father’s Day 

up 30%). On these holidays, the increase in the number of 

orders was relatively smaller than last year (Mother’s Day +1%; 

Father’s Day +8%), which means that the growth can be 

attributed to the rise in the average value of each order 

(~+20%). 

2020’s exceptional growth consists of many firsts: 

unprecedented demand, emerging product categories, and 

never-before-seen shoppers. Many people who previously 

favored brick-and-mortar shopping suddenly became 

dependent on eCommerce. 

Merchants should strike the iron while it’s hot. Attracting 

new shoppers during this habit-forming period could earn 

them new lifelong customers. The key is to support them by 

providing a safe and frictionless experience, but there are 

complications. New customers challenge most fraud 

prevention systems, which rely on shopping history to 

approve or decline transactions. Many fraud prevention 

operations automatically tag unfamiliar shopper as ‘risky,’ 

increasing the probability of false declines. A tide of 

never-before-seen shoppers can also overwhelm manual 

review teams and leave many good orders on the table at a 

time when retailers should be approving more deals. 

22%
Mother’s Day 

17%
Memorial Day 

30%
Father’s Day 

35%
Labor Day 

YOY GROWTH IN ONLINE SPENDING
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International Women’s Day in China

China is a consistently strong digital market. In both 2019 and 

2020, we observed a peak in shopping volume around 

International Women's Day on March 8th. While 2020 saw a 

31% YoY increase in the volume of sales on this day, the total 

order value remained unchanged. In essence, people bought 

more, but spent less per purchase. The peak we recorded in 

March saw activity that was 11x higher—by volume and 

value—than the daily average for that month. Interestingly, 

back in March, China was still in the thick of the pandemic. As 

the country prepares for its annual shopping festival, Singles 

Day, it is deep into its post-pandemic recovery.

A Global Perspective

France’s Bastille Day - le 14 Juillet

Looking at this holiday sale day (July 15), a peak was 

recorded both in 2019 and 2020 in sales made from French 

IP addresses. This year’s sales were up ~50% in terms of 

overall value and ~80% in volume YoY. The average cart value 

saw a slight decrease, and there was a smaller presence by 

people outside of France. In 2019, the spike began in the 

days leading up to the holiday, but this year, the spike was 

recorded on the holiday itself.

+31% +45%
+80%

YOY GROWTH 

IN SHOPPING 

VOLUME
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Eid al-Adha

The holiday celebrated across the Muslim world is often 

marked by gift-giving. Retailers, on their end, encourage 

spending by offering holiday sales and special promotions in 

the days leading up to, and following the holiday. To see how 

holiday shopping has changed this year, we compared the 

18-day period sandwiching the 2019 Eid (Aug 10-14) with the 

days surrounding this year’s holiday (Jul 30- Aug 3). IP 

countries reviewed were: Azerbaijan, Egypt, Jordan, 

Kazakhstan, Lebanon, Oman, Pakistan, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, 

Turkey, United Arab Emirates, and Uzbekistan. 

A Global Perspective

Sales volume and value were generally higher during July 

28-August 14 of this year, compared with Aug 8-Aug 25 

in 2019. The holiday itself saw a YoY volume increase of ~45% 

and a 30% growth in total revenue. The biggest YoY increase 

in volume of holiday shopping activity was recorded in 

Azerbaijan, followed by Pakistan, Oman, and Kazakhstan. 

Only Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey recorded a decrease 

in volume of holiday activity. The biggest YoY increase in 

sales volume was recorded in 2 sectors: gift cards and 

home goods. 
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What We Learned: 
New Patterns Emerge

2020 Holidays:  a Very Digital Shopping Season

As eCommerce became the main retail engine for holiday 

shopping in 2020, we saw a drift away from last minute 

activity towards planned-in-advance shopping. This could 

indicate a change of purpose for eCommerce, from a 

complementary or second-choice option for late shoppers, 

to a primary shopping channel.

A gradual uptick in sales can be advantageous for merchants 

who over past months may have buckled under the pressure 

of growing demand. But it is important to note that changing 

shopping behaviors may throw off certain fraud management 

systems. Unpredictability is the enemy of rigid platforms, 

which depend on recognizable patterns to generate their 

score. Outliers or random spikes in activity can trigger most 

rule-based systems to decline many legitimate orders.

This trend of outstretched holidays, combined with 2020’s 

3-month-long holiday shopping season, means that 

merchants will have to prepare for the long haul, with 

milder spikes across weeks and months. For one, merchants 

who supplement their holiday-time fraud prevention with 

seasonal workers will have to reconsider the affordability 

of the practice. 
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○ Source: Riskified

USA ORDER VOLUME - MAY 2019 VS. MAY 2020 (VOLUME NORMALIZED)

● 2019 ● 2020

Mother’s 
Day 2020

Mother’s 
Day 2019

01 02 03 04 05 06 07 08 09 10 11 12 13 14
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Labor Day: a Case Study

While Labor Day 2020 recorded a spike in sales, it was not as 

dramatic as the spike recorded in 2019. Compared with the 

average order volume and cart value for the entire month of 

September, this year’s Labor Day recorded 7% more in 

volume and 1% more in cart value. Last year, the shopping 

day saw an increase of 50% in volume and 45% in cart value 

over daily averages for the month. What we see is that in 

2020, the general increase in order count and value caused 

the holiday peak to be less significant in comparison.

Another emerging pattern was an uptick in AVS mismatches. 

On this Labor Day, the volume of orders with mismatched 

AVS went up 47% YoY, while the total order volume increased 

by 30%. This could indicate that many American shoppers 

moved to new addresses in recent months, or did not update 

their billing addresses this year. 

Case Study

AVS MISMATCHES SAW AN INCREASE ON LABOR DAY

○ Source: Riskified

AVS is used primarily by US merchants to suss out suspicious 

transactions. Orders with AVS mismatches are sometimes flat 

out declined or routed to manual review. If the rise in AVS 

mismatches persists throughout the holiday season, it could 

result in an increase in false declines and overwhelm already 

busy manual review teams.
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Fraud Trend Alert

We looked at the change in the rate of fraud attempts to total 

order volume during Labor Day 2019 and 2020. Both years, 

we saw a rise in the number of fraud attempts on the days 

following the holiday sales uptick. This trend was more 

significant in 2020, which could suggest a similar uptick in 

fraud during high-profile sales days in November. 

Case Study

FRAUD ATTEMPT RATE

○ Source: Riskified

● 2019 ● 2020

Labor Day
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What We Learned: 
The Holidays’ Biggest Winners

2020 Holidays:  a Very Digital Shopping Season

COVID-19 paralyzed some industries, but also lifted others. 

Since March, we’ve seen growing online demand for 

products such as groceries, consumer electronics, sporting 

goods, and other wellness items. These emerging consumer 

trends played out during this years’ shopping holidays. 

Sport-related goods saw the sharpest increase in revenue, 

followed by home goods, jewelry, and electronics.  We expect 

these categories to be in strong demand over the holidays. 

Gift cards saw a mild YoY increase in dollar amount spent, but 

recorded a dramatic increase in transaction volume.

2020 HOLIDAY SALES GROWTH BY INDUSTRY

(Labor Day, Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, Memorial Day)

● Money spent ● Number of deals



15

What We Learned: 
Gift Cards Reign Supreme

 

2020 Holidays:  a Very Digital Shopping Season

Under the auspices of widespread lockdown, digital gift cards 

transformed from a marginal product category with a shady 

reputation for attracting fraudsters, to a gifting go-to and an 

engine of economic growth.

Our data show that GCs saw a dramatic increase in demand 

this year. While people spent less per card on average, they 

bought many more of them since the beginning of the 

pandemic. GCs were also a favorite on gift-giving holidays. 

On Mother’s Day and Father’s Day, we saw the volume of GC 

transactions rise by ~245% and ~140% YoY, respectively. Last 

minute shopping goes hand-in-hand with digital gifting, which 

could account for the increase of 191% in order count and 

135% in revenue on Mother’s Day, compared to the average 

of the week prior to the holiday. 

Let’s break down the gift card industry’s performance this 

year. Food delivery gift cards saw a tremendous increase 

since the beginning of the pandemic. The trend played out 

on both sales and gift-giving holidays. Labor Day saw an 

increase of ~4,000% in total GC revenue and Mother’s Day 

an increase of ~8,650%. Entertainment GCs recorded a 

significant increase as well, up ~350% in the number of 

transactions on Labor Day, followed by GCs for department 

stores and home improvement, up ~180% and ~120%, 

respectively. On Mother’s Day, entertainment GCs enjoyed 

an increase of ~320% in order count.
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○ Source: Riskified

2020 VS. 2019: SHARE OF DIGITAL GOODS OUT OF TOTAL ORDER COUNT

Labor 
Day 2019

Labor 
Day 2020

Mother’s 
Day 2019

Mother’s 
Day 2020

● 2019 ● 2020
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3X
People who shopped for last-minute 
GCs on Mother’s Day 2020

2020 Holidays:  a Very Digital Shopping Season

In addition to the growth recorded by GC merchants, we saw 

a hyper increase in the share of digital goods out of total 

order volume across sectors in the days before the holidays. 

Both 2019 and 2020 saw the highest demand for digital 

goods in same-day orders. On this year’s Mother’s Day, 3 

times more people shopped for last-minute digital gift cards 

than in 2019 ( ~1.5% to ~5% of all transactions). 

The demand for digital gifting options can become a meaningful 

revenue stream for merchants who successfully introduce them in 

time for the holidays. It is important to remember that in addition to 

opportunity, GCs pose many challenges:

● Operational: Instant-fulfillment of orders raises logistical 

complications as well as risk factors, both exacerbated 

when the load of orders increases dramatically.

● Preventative: GCs are considered a risky segment, and 

for a good reason. Because they open the door to unique 

fraud opportunities, they are a favorite among fraudsters. 

As a result, they often come with a higher chargeback rate 

than physical goods. Plus, the fact that they are instantly 

fulfilled makes manual review an unsuitable solution. The 

risk is especially high when it comes to merchants who 

lack the experience to address digital goods fraud.

● Customer experience: Merchants tend to falsely decline 

more digital goods orders due to their high-risk factor. As 

we are expecting many good customers will have a 

demand for these products this holiday season, we are 

also predicting an increase in false declines. In addition to 

leaving money on the table, false declines cause 

frustration and a rift between customers and retailers.

A technologically advanced fraud detection partner with the 

ability to deliver split-second approve/decline decisions can 

support merchants looking to grow their digital product 

offerings in time for holiday shopping.



01   Expect the unexpected
The 2020 holiday season will be characterized by 

never-before-seen consumers, high-volume, and new 

shopping patterns, not to mention emerging product 

categories and shifts in brand loyalty. This ‘everything’s 

possible’ environment can fuel growth, but it can also 

overwhelm websites, logistics, and fraud prevention 

operations. Merchants should refrain from restrictive fraud 

prevention systems that could increase false-declines and 

turn away good customers. An adaptable fraud solution can 

offer the necessary backup.

02   Prepare for the long haul
A longer holiday season means merchants will need to 

support high-velocity activity over an extended period. To 

meet growing demand this year, Walmart plans to hire more 

than 20,000 seasonal workers for its e-commerce fulfillment 

centers. But not everyone’s a Walmart. 
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For retailers to meet the unprecedented demand of this 

holiday season, it requires a fraud-prevention strategy that 

helps merchants approve as many deals in a crunch while 

making financial sense over time. Merchants who hire 

seasonal workers to support logistics and fraud operations 

around the holidays might need to consider alternatives to 

help streamline costs.

03  Bet on gift cards
GCs are the growth engine of the holiday season. Merchants 

who introduce them in time could carve out an additional 

revenue stream. The key is to do it safely, as GCs are highly 

sought out by fraudsters, and the fact that they should be 

instantly fulfillable makes manual review an unsustainable 

solution. A technologically advanced fraud detection partner 

with the ability to deliver split-second approve/decline 

decisions can support merchants looking to grow their digital 

product offerings in time for holiday shopping.

2020 Holidays:  a Very Digital Shopping Season

Our Takeaways:

https://www.retaildive.com/news/walmart-hiring-20k-in-e-commerce-ops-for-the-holidays/585800/?utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Issue:%202020-10-05%20Retail%20Dive%20Holiday%20Edition%20%5Bissue:29883%5D&utm_term=Retail%20Dive:%20Holiday%20Edition%20Recipients


Written by 

Amarelle Wenkert
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About Us
Merchants lose billions to underperforming legacy fraud 

solutions, payment failures and high-friction verification. 

Riskified uses powerful machine-learning algorithms to 

recognize good orders with a 100% guarantee against 

fraudulent chargebacks. We have an unparalleled ability to 

detect legitimate customers and keep them moving toward 

conversion. Merchants can safely approve more orders, 

expand internationally and ensure a seamless shopping 

journey without taking on new risk. 

For more information, visit our website or 

contact us directly: at hello@riskified.com

https://www.riskified.com/
https://mail.google.com/mail/u/0/?view=cm&fs=1&tf=1&source=mailto&to=hello@riskified.com

