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The 2018 holiday season set 
online records again
Online holiday sales figures hit $126 billion1 — with 26 
days surpassing the $2 billion mark. Thanksgiving Day, 
Black Friday, and Cyber Monday each beat their all-time 
highs, which were all set just last year.

Smartphones accounted for nearly 31% of revenue this 
holiday season, marking a 35% lift from the previous 
year — almost 50% more than just two years ago. And 
for the first time ever, smartphones made up more than 
half of all retailer web traffic (51%), an 11% increase from 
last year2.

Email continued to play an important role, driving more 
than 24% of all retailer web traffic during the holiday 
season. Compare this to social media’s 1.1%3, and you 
can see why email plays such a pivotal role in retailers’ 
success during the season. With email and smartphones 
being such a large part of this record-setting season, 
how did retailers manage to stand out in a crowded 
inbox and drive those sales?

In this year’s holiday email lookbook, we’ll once again 
help you plan for this year’s season by looking at some 
of the prevalent trends, from incentives and subject lines 
to combining the email and in-store experiences.

READ TIME:
20 MINUTES



A Week’s Worth  
of Black Fridays

Retailers were aggressively 
trying to secure sales before their 
competitors, and the recent trend of 

“Black Friday” starting on the Monday 
before Black Friday and lasting the 
entire week continued. But how 
does a retailer keep subscribers 
engaged with their emails while 
offering early sales? 

By keeping it fresh, like Brylane 
Home and Unique Vintage did. 
Offering daily deals on top of 
the weeklong sales gave email 
subscribers another reason to come 
back and open their emails each day.

Planning Tip 
Start early! Black Friday weeks will 
be prevalent this year, so finding 
ways to keep subscribers engaged 
will be critical. Think about how 
this can be done, such as by using 
daily deals, flash sales, contests or 
drawings, and by using social media 
content and influencers to create 
engagement.

A WEEK’S 
WORTH 
OF BLACK 
FRIDAYS



TRENDS IN 
DISCOUNTING

It’s impossible to run through 
every incentive offered during 
the holiday season, but there are 
always messages that truly stand 
out. A couple of standout incentive 
types from 2018 include daily deals, 
category-specific sales, and free 
gifts with purchase.

Category-Specific Sales 
Category-specific sales have seen 
an increase over the past several 
years, while daily deal sales — like 
the “twelve deals of Christmas” — 
have been less popular. 2018 
became the year these two 
strategies merged.

Category sales continued in 2018, 
but rather than keeping subscribers 
in the dark about which categories 
would and would not go on sale, 
they promoted category sales 
as daily deals. This was a good 
compromise between keeping the 
email engagement high while also 
protecting margins for other product 
categories.

Trends in 
Discounting



Daily Deals 
The benefit of daily deals is that 
subscribers have an incentive to 
keep checking their inboxes, which 
can keep open rates climbing. On 
the flip side, you may lose sales 
to competitors who offer site-wide 
sales that allow subscribers to make 
multiple category purchases at once.

This email from the Loft used an 
animated GIF, which scrolled 
through each daily deal for the week 
and helped shoppers plan their 
purchases early.

Planning Tip 
If you’re doing category sales, run 
them early. This will allow you to 
determine which products are slow 
to sell, entice shoppers with steeper 
discounts as the season winds down, 
and provide planning for year-end 
closeout sales.

TRENDS IN 
DISCOUNTING



Free Gifts with Purchase  
In brutally competitive industries, 
giving shoppers samples of products 
for personal consumption can 
influence future purchases. Free 
gifts also fit into the increased trend 
of self-gifting, where shoppers buy 
for themselves during the holiday 
season. 

Planning Tip 
If you offer free gifts, ensure they 
actually hold value for the shopper 
(as many keep those for themselves), 
but can also keep customers coming 
back. Offer gift certificates, desirable 
products, or surprise-and-delight 
gifts like in the Body Candy Jewelry 
email. 

Nobody wants a product left lying 
around the warehouse that you 
couldn’t sell in the first place.

TRENDS IN 
DISCOUNTING



Free Shipping

Free shipping is fast becoming an 
expected perk, but during the 2018 
holiday season it went from an add-
on to a key promotion by itself. In the 
example from the Loft, you’ll notice 
the primary advertised incentive in 
the body of the email is shipping, not 
the deep 50% discount. 

Notice the top banner for 7 For 
All Mankind. They scored bonus 
points by prominently touting 
customer-friendly value-adds: free 
shipping and free returns. Banners 
promoting these incentives help 
build consumer confidence year-
round, but especially when people 
are buying for others.

We love what Wilsons Leather does 
in their email by mentioning that 
their no-minimum free shipping is 
available only to email subscribers. 
While we’re not sure if that’s 
actually the case, it does show 
some exclusivity for being an active 
subscriber.

FREE
SHIPPING



Planning Tip  
Even though free shipping may 
be expected, it’s still an effective 
incentive. Test using free shipping 
with either no minimums or with 
reduced minimums. You may find 
that customers will meet those old 
thresholds anyway, leaving you one 
step ahead. And if you do offer this 
as a subscriber-only perk, promote 
that prior to Black Friday to increase 
email subscriber sign-ups.

Shipping Becomes the Promotion 
as the Season Winds Down 
As you can see with PACSUN 
example sent a week before 
Christmas, the message highlights 
express shipping as the primary 
incentive even though the subject 
line promoted other offers. This is a 
good use of making the subject line 
and email creative complement one 
another.

FREE
SHIPPING



Looking at the TEMPTU and 7 For 
All Mankind examples, you’ll notice 
that the holiday season is coming to 
a close. These messages use free 
expedited shipping as the primary 
incentive, even with no minimum 
spend.

ORIGINS continued the free shipping 
incentive but offered overnight 
shipping. Once again, this was the 
primary callout in the subject line.

Planning Tip  
Be sure to capitalize on the sense 
of urgency during this time period. 
The longer the customer waits to 
make the purchase, the more they 
risk the product arriving too late, not 
being available, or the free shipping 
incentive being gone. Use this fear 
of loss to drive the same urgency 
now!

FREE
SHIPPING



BUY ONLINE,
PICK-UP
IN-STORE

Buy Online, Pick-up In-Store 
(BOPIS) is a successful year-round 
strategy for multichannel retailers. 
But during the holidays, where 
procrastinating shoppers are 
common, this can rise to a whole 
new level. Between November 1st 
and December 19th, BOPIS use 
increased 47% over the previous 
year4, making it a great tactic for 
driving last-minute sales during the 
holiday season.

Buy Online,  
Pick-up In-Store 
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BUY ONLINE,
PICK-UP
IN-STORE

Here are three examples of ways 
to use BOPIS in emails. In the Old 
Navy example, they speak to the 
self-gifters by remind them they can 
have the product today and wear it 
today as well.

Pottery Barn not only highlights 
BOPIS at the top of the main content 
section, they also include the local 
store at the very top of their email.

Michael’s may be the most intriguing 
example of the lot. Michael’s offered 
a discount to purchase online, rather 
than in-store, but promoted the 
BOPIS option. This may be their 
attempt to secure an immediate sale 
while still driving people in-store for 
additional, unplanned purchases.



BUY ONLINE,
PICK-UP
IN-STORE

Planning Tip  
If free shipping periods have 
come to a close, BOPIS becomes 
a serious value-add – use it! 
Really put an emphasis on this 
service during the home stretch. 
Use geolocation data or location-
based segmentation to pinpoint 
the nearest store inside of the 
body of your emails. 

If you don’t have this capability, 
highlight a link to your website’s 
store finder. Remember, 
customers tend to make 
additional purchases in-store 

— Retail Touchpoints reported 
that 65% of holiday shoppers 
make additional purchases when 
picking up their orders.

 

of holiday shoppers 
make additional 
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Subject Line 
Standouts

The increased send cadence during 
the holidays creates a crowded 
inbox — last year, Bronto saw a 21% 
lift in emails sent from the previous 
year on Cyber Monday alone. 

Finding a way to stand out in the 
inbox may never be more critical 
than during the holidays. Here are 
some retailers who used emojis 
effectively in subject lines and 
preheader to stand out in a  
crowded inbox.

In these Tarte subject lines, they 
use repeating colorful emojis in the 
preheader text that appears after 
the subject line in the inbox view, 
making them stand out in a sea 
of black and white. In the second 
example, notice the all-capital 
subject line that conveys excitement.

SUBJECT
LINE
STANDOUTS

tarte



Wayfair also got into the preheader 
game — notice how they break up 
each word with the use of emojis in 
the second example.

Overstock.com sticks with black 
and white, but uses it effectively. In 
the first example, they use white 
space between each letter, making 
it easy to read. In the second, they 
use black boxes to draw your 
attention to a specific part of the 
subject line with capitalized words 
in almost the entire subject line.

We also saw a lot of subject 
lines that used emojis, but only 
at the beginning of the subject 
line. While not as dominant as 
repeating emojis, they can still be 
an effective tactic.

Planning Tip  
Use emojis and characters in the 
subject line and in the preheader 
to stand out. Look through your 
own inbox and see what jumps 
out at you. Any element that 
makes subject lines pop — emojis, 
preheader text, and capital letters 

— is a good one. Be sure to look 
back at your subject line tests 
performed throughout the year and 
put those analytics to good use.

SUBJECT
LINE
STANDOUTS

Wayfair

MAC Cosmetics

Payless ShoeSource

Michaels

INDOCHINO

Forever 21

ShopNational

West Elm

Williams Sonoma

Clarks Shoes

DICK’S Sporting Goods

Hollister

GlassesUSA

Overstock.com



Hits 
The first email on the nice list is 
this one by Francesca’s. The email 
design complimented the  “Are You 

“Stocking” up?” subject line. Also, 
they used two present emojis to 
bookend the text and make it  
stand out.

The design itself was aesthetically 
appealing, and it also directed 
readers to the right product category 
quickly. They focused on stocking 
stuffers for different sets of people, 
such as those with a sweet tooth or 
the tech-savvy person on your list.

HITS AND 
MISSES

Hits and Misses



This Rebecca Minkoff email is 
similar to other goodwill holiday 
emails “from the CEO,” but branded 
itself better by including Rebecca’s 
smiling face. The message was short 
and sweet, which plays well with 
how much someone will actually 
read on their phone.

This message provided value to 
the reader, but it wasn’t as clear 
as it could’ve been. Clicking the 
CTA takes the subscriber to a BBQ 
turkey recipe. It sounds delicious, 
but unfortunately it was sent on 
Thanksgiving Day — if a subscriber 
was interested in the recipe, it was 
likely too late.

Overall, the image, short message, 
and click-through content was 
appealing. Next year, just send it a 
bit earlier and make the CTA clearer 
that a recipe lies on the other side.

HITS AND 
MISSES



This email from Tarte checked all 
of the boxes. The subject line used 
emojis and all capitals, while the 
preheader text repeated emojis, 
making the email really stand out in 
a crowded inbox.

The email itself was short and to 
the point, even though it used 
animated GIFs to cycle between 
content. Using large black text with 
a contrasting colored background 
made the message easily readable 
and digestible, and the product 
formulation section was visible and 
reinforced the products’ value-adds.

Planning Tip 
Simplicity can be powerful — don’t 
overthink it. Marketing is all about 
successfully conveying the message 
you wish to share. During a time 
period where people are inundated 
with email, keeping it short and 
sweet (or in this case with a little 
sweet BBQ) can be quite effective.

HITS AND 
MISSES



HITS AND 
MISSES

Misses 
 This email from Payless was 
confusing, from the subject line all 
the way through the content and 
creative. This email was sent on 
Tuesday, two days before Black 
Friday. The subject line read, “Is 
It Sunday Morning Yet?” I don’t 
understand what Sunday has to do 
with anything, especially as this is a 
pre-Black Friday email. 

The email itself clearly calls out that 
if you wait two days, you’ll receive a 
better discount than what is offered 
here. Why would a customer want 
to shop now when they know they’ll 
receive a better deal two days from 
now?



This email from Rhone is one 
we’ve been seeing more and more 
over the past several years: an 
email letter from the CEO. While 
these aren’t necessarily bad 
emails to send, they seem rather 
disingenuous and aren’t mobile-
friendly. It’s doubtful that people 
reading this on their phones are 
going to pinch and zoom to read  
the “letter.”

A final word to note. Just once, it 
would be great to see the email 
actually sent from the CEO’s email 
address instead of a generic email. If 
you want to connect with a customer, 
reciprocate and let them connect 
with you.

Planning Tip  
Always think about the customer 
experience. Being cute or fancy with 
promotions during a time where 
consumers tend to scan rather 
than read can be less effective. 
Don’t confuse them with conflicting 
discounts. 

And finally, remember consumer 
smartphone usage. Make sure your 
emails are mobile optimized. It’s too 
important to ignore.

HITS AND 
MISSES



The holidays are just 
around the corner
Last year’s online holiday season met online 
shopping expectations, and even took the 
season to a new level with Gray November’s 
early sales and discounts — which led  
to another record-setting Black Friday and  
Cyber Monday.

We saw a continued focus on connecting 
online to physical stores by highlighting BOPIS 
and in-store exclusive deals. We also became 
reacquainted with some old friends, like those 
daily deals of the season. And through it all, of 
course, email played a pivotal role in retailers’ 
success and took mobile holiday revenues  
to new heights.

Start planning for this year’s holiday season now. 
Knowing that it starts early and runs through 
the new year, you need to be prepared for the 
marathon, not the sprint. If you’re late to the 
game, it’ll be someone else who reaps the 
rewards. 
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