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The 2021 Holiday Shopping Outlook: 
Why Convenience And Personalization Will Be Key

Retailers could be anticipating the upcoming 
holiday shopping season with equal shares 
of optimism and nervousness. The National 
Retail Federation’s Monthly Economic Review 
for October says United States households 
remain in good shape, and the trade group 
expects U.S. consumer spending to rise as 
incomes recover during the ongoing economic 
rebound. The economy still has not shaken 
off all the problems related to the pandemic, 
however. Retailers understand the need to 
satisfy shoppers’ changing preferences and 
provide an attractive total shopping experi-
ence, particularly in the digital world, to win a 
bigger share of this year’s gift-buying dollar.1,2

PYMNTS’ research finds mixed signals flick-
ering between bullish green and bearish red. 
Lingering supply chain problems hindered 
sales growth for much of the year and cre-
ated uncertainty about product availability 
for the holiday season. It makes sense that 
consumers want to get an early jump on the 
holiday season, and some major retailers, 

including Amazon and Target, are respond-
ing with discounts for online shoppers. The 
competition for consumers’ holiday gift dol-
lars is heating up fast, and both the online 
and in-store shopping experiences merchants 
deliver will help determine if this season will 
be a boom or a bust. PYMNTS’ research finds 
that nearly nine out of 10 consumers “agree” 
or “strongly agree” that prior good experienc-
es with merchants influence their decisions 
about where to shop. 
In The 2021 Holiday Shopping Outlook: Why 
Convenience And Personalization Will Be Key, 
a PYMNTS and Kount collaboration, we sur-
veyed 3,643 consumers from Aug. 26 to Sept. 
17 to understand consumers’ digital shop-
ping preferences and the factors that will 
affect the merchants with which they shop, 
their purchasing decisions and the payment 
methods they use. 
This is what we learned.

Introduction

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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Eighty-seven percent 
of consumers plan 
to shop online this 
holiday season – a 
10 percentage point 
jump from last year.
Digital shopping is becoming more popular, 
driven in large part by younger generations 
of consumers. The 94 percent of millennials 
and 93 percent of bridge millennials who plan 
to shop online during the upcoming holiday 
season are larger than the shares represent-
ing other age groups. Ninety-two percent 
of Generation X consumers and 89 percent 
of Generation Z also plan to shop online. 
Additionally, a substantial majority of baby 

boomers and senios – 78 percent – plan to 
shop online this holiday season.
Younger consumers are more likely to in-
crease their spending this holiday season as 
well. Thirty-one percent of Gen Z consumers 
say they will be spending more in 2021 along 
with 28 percent of millennials and 25 percent 
of bridge millennials. Just 9 percent of baby 
boomers and seniors say the same — the 
lowest of any age group. 
Among the consumers who plan to keep their 
spending in check, the trend is reversed. 
Thirty-seven percent of Gen Z consumers say 
they will spend the same amount this year as 
they did in 2020. The percentages rise as con-
sumers age: 61 percent of baby boomers and 
seniors say their spending will stay the same 
as it was one year ago.

Key 
Findings
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FIGURE 1: 

Online shopping and spending 
during the holiday season
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1A: Share of holiday shoppers who plan to shop 
online in 2021 compared to 2020

1B: Share of holiday shoppers who plan to make 
holiday purchases online in 2021, by demographic
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1C: Share of holiday shoppers who plan 
to spend more or less this holiday season 
compared to last year, by generation

Thirty-one 
percent of Gen 
Z consumers 
say they will be 
spending more 
in 2021 along 
with 28 percent 
of millennials 
and 25 percent 
of bridge 
millennials. 

Source: PYMNTS.com  |  Kount
The 2021 Holiday Shopping Outlook: 

Why Convenience And Personalization Will Be Key
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Fifteen percent of 
all consumers plan 
to make all of their 
purchases online in 
2021, and one-third 
of these shoppers 
say they will spend 
more.

The expectation for increased spend sets 
online-only holiday shoppers apart from most 
of their peers. Thirty-three percent of these 
consumers will increase their spending this 
holiday season, and 45 percent plan to spend 
about the same as last year. Eleven percent 
plan to spend less. This compares to just 19 
percent of all holiday shoppers who plan to 
spend more and 18 percent who plan to spend 
less. Fifty-five percent of all holiday shoppers 
say they will keep this year’s spending in line 
with last year. 

2A: Share of consumers who plan to make 
holiday purchases in 2021
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FIGURE 2: 

Holiday season shopping 
plans

2B: Share of holiday shoppers who plan 
to spend more or less this holiday season 
compared to last year

18.7%
33.0%

0000000019

0000000033

More

17.6%
10.9%

0000000017

0000000011

Less

55.2%
45.0%

0000000055

0000000045

About the same

8.5%
11.1%

0000000009

0000000011

Do not know or not sure

Consumers who plan to make holiday 
purchases in 2021 (N = 3,314)
Consumers who plan to make ONLY 
online holiday purchases in 2021 
(N = 519)

Shares of consumers who will start holiday 
shopping at select times
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FIGURE 3: 

When consumers will begin 
their holiday shopping

Forty-eight percent 
of consumers plan 
to make holiday 
purchases before 
Thanksgiving. 
Consumers’ plans to get an early start on their 
holiday shopping may reflect their wishes to 
make an end run around product shortages 
that have hindered their shopping for much 
of the year.
In addition to those who plan to start shop-
ping before Thanksgiving, another 25 percent 
plan to start shopping on Black Friday, the tra-
ditional start to the holiday shopping season. 
Eleven percent say they will start shopping on 
Cyber Monday. 
Seventy-one percent of online holiday shop-
pers cite product availability as a factor 
that will affect their online purchasing de-
cisions — the highest for any consideration. 
Twenty-eight percent say it is the most im-
portant factor in determining where they will 
shop. The expectations for timing are fairly 
consistent across the age groups surveyed, 
with one exception: Younger consumers tend 
to show a greater preference for starting their 
shopping on Black Friday. Thirty-two percent 
of Gen Z holiday shoppers plan to start shop-
ping on Black Friday, compared to only 20 
percent of baby boomers. 

Source: PYMNTS.com  |  Kount
The 2021 Holiday Shopping Outlook: 

Why Convenience And Personalization Will Be Key

Source: PYMNTS.com  |  Kount
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Most important payment method for shopping 
online during the holidays, by year

FIGURE 4: 

Shoppers’ payment 
preferences
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Consumers preferred 
to pay with credit 
cards and debit cards 
for online purchases 
in 2020, and that 
trend will continue in 
2021. 
Thiry-nine percent of consumers expect to 
use credit cards most often for online shop-
ping, and 34 percent plan to use debit cards 
mostly – in line with usage a year ago.   
Consumer preferences for payment 
method frequency are in line with last year’s 
pattern, with one exception: buy now, pay lat-
er (BNPL). The expected proportional increase 
to 3 percent of consumers using mostly BNPL 
for online holiday shopping is nearly double 
the 1.6 percent a year ago. 
Thirteen percent of consumers expect to use 
PayPal mostly for online shopping, a slight 
decrease from 14 percent of a year ago. 
Consumers plan to use most other methods, 
including digital wallets (6 percent) and store/
gift cards (4 percent), for about the same pro-
portion of online purchases this year as they 
did in 2020.

2020
2021

0.3%
0.5%

0000000000

0000000001

Other

Seventy-one percent of online 
holiday shoppers say product 
availability will affect their 
online purchasing decisions.

Source: PYMNTS.com  |  Kount
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Fifty-eight percent 
of consumers say 
they are “very” 
or “extremely” 
interested in online 
stores that offer 
customer rewards 
programs.
The interest in retailers’ perks and promotions 
underscores consumers’ demands for good 
shopping experiences and is an indication 
of how competitive the market has become 
for online consumers’ business. Forty-eight 
percent of consumers say they are “very” or 
“extremely” interested in having consistent 
shopping experiences online and in-store, and 
42 percent say they are “very” or “extremely” 
interested in shopping with online merchants 
that store their customer information for sim-
plified checkout processes.  

More than one-third of consumers say they are 
“very” or “extremely” interested in shopping 
with online merchants that provide product 
recommendations based on their purchasing 
histories, and 38 percent are “very” or “ex-
tremely” interested in product reviews based 
on their viewing histories.  
Consumer interest in retailers’ perks tends to 
be highest among groups that have the most 
financial struggles. While consumers across 
the three major financial lifestyles are inter-
ested in comparable proportions in retailers’ 
rewards programs and shopping experiences, 
some variety in preferences becomes appar-
ent regarding other factors that help define 
shopping experiences. 
Thirty-seven percent of consumers who do 
not live paycheck to paycheck say they are 
“very” or “extremely” interested in a simpli-
fied checkout process from merchants who 
keep their information on file, as is the case 
for 44 percent of consumers who are paying 
bills on time but just getting by paycheck to 
paycheck. Forty-six percent of consumers 
who live paycheck to paycheck and have trou-
ble paying their bills say they are “very” or 
“extremely” interested.

5A: Level of interest in using select tailored 
shopping experiences as part of an online 
purchase in the next 12 months

5B: Share who are "very" or "extremely" 
interested in select tailored shopping 
experiences, by financial lifestyle

FIGURE 5: 

Consumers’ shopping experience preferences
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We assigned prospective online holiday shop-
pers into four categories — hard to please, 
convenience driven, practicality-driven and 
advice-seeking — to better understand 
consumers’ shopping preferences. Each cat-
egory’s characteristics offer some insight into 
retailers’ opportunities and challenges to pro-
vide an online shopping experience that wins 
a large share of consumers’ wallets.

Hard-to-please shoppers have the 
most demands of any group and are 
more likely to expect retailers to of-
fer rewards programs. All consumers 
in this group say security and fraud 
concerns are very important factors 
in determining where they will shop, 
and 97 percent say the same about 
product availability.

Convenience-driven shoppers tend 
to be somewhat less demanding but 
have strong preferences for certain 
factors, such as ease of purchasing 
and product availability. All of these 
shoppers rate the ability to have 
products delivered as an important 
factor in determining where they will 
shop online — greater than the 93 
percent of hard-to-please shoppers 
who cited this factor.

Practicality-driven shoppers are the 
largest group. They also rate ease of 
purchasing, product availability and 
the ability to have products delivered 
as important factors.

Advice-seeking shoppers are 
somewhat less demanding than 
consumers in other categories, but 
they are more likely to be interested 
in a tailored shopping experience 
with product recommendations, 
product reviews and a simplified 
checkout process.
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Nineteen percent 
of millennials who 
shopped online 
during the 2020 
holiday season were 
fraud victims — the 
highest of any age 
group.
Consumers who were most frequently target-
ed by fraud in 2020 tended to be somewhat 
younger and have financial problems. The 18 
percent of bridge millennials who experienced 
fraud while shopping online made up the 
second-highest category. Other age groups 
fared slightly better. Twelve percent of Gen 
Z online shoppers, 9 percent of Generation X 
and 7 percent of baby boomers and seniors 
were targets of fraud in 2020. Thirty-four 
percent of the bridge millennials and millen-
nials who fraudsters targeted were victimized 
a second time, a far higher portion than for 
other age groups. 
Consumers struggling the most financially ap-
pear to have been targeted by fraudsters far 
more frequently while shopping online during 
the 2020 holiday season than those with 
some degree of financial security. Twenty-six 
percent of consumers who live paycheck to 
paycheck and struggle to pay their monthly 
bills were victims of fraud while shopping on-
line during the 2020 holiday season, as were 
10 percent of consumers who live paycheck to 
paycheck but do not struggle to pay their bills. 
For the most secure consumers, those who do 
not live paycheck to paycheck, only 6 percent 
were targeted by fraudsters while shopping 
online during the 2020 holiday season. 

6A: Share of consumers who experienced fraud 
during their 2020 online holiday shopping

FIGURE 6: 

Fraud and the 2020 online 
holiday shopping experience
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More than 
one-third of 
consumers say 
they are “very” 
or “extremely” 
interested 
in shopping 
with online 
merchants that 
provide product 
recommendations 
based on their 
purchasing 
histories.
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Fraud and the 2020 online 
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Consumers now have more than 20 years of 
experience shopping online. They have be-
come more discerning about the quality of 
their online shopping experiences, creating 
clear preferences about what they expect 
from online retailers. Those retailers, par-
ticularly in the online shopping space, that 
recognize this heightened discernment about 
online shopping have an opportunity to reap 
some financial rewards this holiday season. 
The online retailers who tailor shopping ex-
periences to meet consumers’ preferences 
will be able to post a successful 2021 holi-
day season.

Methodology
The 2021 Holiday Shopping Outlook: Why 
Convenience And Personalization Will Be Key, 
a PYMNTS and Kount collaboration, is based 
on findings from a survey of 3,643 U.S. con-
sumers conducted from Aug. 26 to Sept. 17. 
The responses were submitted by consumers 
who plan to shop for the 2021 holiday sea-
son both online and in store. The survey was 
designed to examine consumers’ preferences 
for digital shopping and the factors that will 
affect the merchants with which they shop, 
their purchasing decisions and the payment 
methods they use.

Conclusion
& Methodology
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PYMNTS.com is where the best minds and the best content meet on 
the web to learn about “What’s Next” in payments and commerce. Our 
interactive platform is reinventing the way companies in payments share 
relevant information about the initiatives that make news and shape 
the future of this dynamic sector. Our data and analytics team includes 
economists, data scientists and industry analysts who work with 
companies to measure and quantify the innovations at the cutting 
edge of this new world.

Kount, an Equifax company, provides an all-in-one SaaS 
platform to help online businesses, merchants, acquiring 
banks and payment service providers detect fraud and 
avoid turning away legitimate customers. As part of 
this effort, the company leverages machine learning 
and artificial intelligence techniques to analyze risk 
in transactions. Kount serves a variety of client 
industries. It helps its food and beverage 
merchant clients secure payments, avoid 
fraudulent orders and facilitate the checkout 
process in mobile channels and traditional 
eCommerce models.

We are interested in your 
feedback on this report. If you 
have questions, comments 
or would like to subscribe to 
this report, please email us at 
feedback@pymnts.com.
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