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Introduction 

Vaughan Rowsell
Founder and CEO, Vend

Hello and welcome to our guide for what you need to know in retail today.

Discounting is one of the biggest questions in retail. Done correctly you get 

cash-flow, momentum, customers and inventory turnover. Done incorrectly 

and you’re in business just to pay other people. The billion pound questions 

are: how much is just right, and what are the other players up to?

That’s where we can help. With 15,000 forward-thinking retailer customers 

around the world, Vend is connected to best practice. This report aims to help 

you understand the situation right now, and give practical advice so you can 

make profitable and positive change immediately. Here we break down the 

latest trading trends and provide 5 actionable ideas for you to consider.

So what is happening?

Well, we’re seeing big changes in seasonal shopping periods like Christmas 

that are impacting retailers across the UK. Black Friday has a hand in this. 

When Black Friday arrived in the UK from the US in 2013, it boldly proclaimed 

to bring huge sales volumes and a kickstart to the Christmas trading period. 

It’s now taken off, creating fiercely competitive discounting as millions of UK 

shoppers search for the best pre-Christmas bargains. 



In fact, it may have changed shopping habits for good. Retailers meanwhile 

are still learning how to handle their new promotional strategies to get the 

best results for their business.

Our recent customer data from Black Friday and the Christmas trading season 

can teach us a lot about the UK’s changing retail landscape. For example, 

there are concerns that Black Friday’s discounting is cutting into high-street 

Christmas profits - though the good news is our data shows that Christmas 

still significantly outspends any other shopping event. 

UK retail has an exciting year ahead. We’re seeing independent retailers 

adopt new ways to compete with the big guys, and new technologies that 

are changing the way we shop and sell forever. We hope this report can shed 

some light on the changing nature of seasonal retail, and help bricks and 

mortar retailers turn a great 2016 into a brilliant one. 

Here’s to your continued retail success.

Best, 

Vaughan Rowsell
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Report overview 

01

The changing seasonal shopping landscape 

Understanding the changing nature of consumer spending habits and sales 

trends in the UK is crucial to retail trading success. Peak periods such as 

Christmas are when retailers have to be at the top of their game in order to 

win customer spend. Knowing how customers are shopping and reacting to 

promotional activities during this period is key. 

This report examines two key public events in the retail trading calendars 

- Christmas and Black Friday - to understand how customers are behaving 

and spending; the patterns that influence their decision making, and the 

trends that retailers should embrace to ensure they are offering the very best 

experience to customers. 

The Christmas shopping season - from late November through to December 

and the early January sales - is the biggest time for sales and profits for the 

vast majority of retailers. And while we might think that the season is fairly 

predictable, Christmas spending, discounting patterns and even shopping 

habits have changed significantly over recent years. 
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New patterns in Christmas discounting

Boxing Day and the days following were once the biggest time for 

discounting and sales in the UK. It was a time where retailers slashed prices 

to lure customers back in-store after Christmas and shift excess stock. But 

the focus has changed. With better systems for managing their inventory and 

an increasingly price-driven market, retailers can no longer just open their 

doors and expect customers to enter. Promotions are increasingly used - and 

needed - as a way to attract Christmas shoppers. 

For a while this meant discounting price-wars - normally in the last week or so 

before Christmas - as retailers hoped to tempt last-minute shoppers and clear 

stock at higher prices than they could after Christmas. 

Black Friday is one part of this, but so are other factors such as the 

dominance and preference for online shopping, and new expectations 

of what constitutes a great customer experience. Customers are more 

demanding and less tolerant, which means that retailers need to work harder 

than ever to deliver the right product at the right price, with the right offers, to 

attract customers in-store. It is a formula that the future success of bricks and 

mortar retail depends on.
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Then, the advent of Black Friday in the UK – which moved across from the US 

in 2013 but hit its stride in 2014 – changed all that. Huge discounts prompted 

shoppers to buy earlier, just as the traditional Christmas shopping season was 

getting started. 

Black Friday in 2014 saw hoards of consumers around the country hit the 

streets, desperate to bag a bargain. As a result big things were expected for 

Black Friday 2015, and there were estimates that the industry would break £1 

billion sales in a day for the first time.  

How the tide turned for Black Friday 2015

And yet just before the big day retailers put the brakes on. Asda suddenly 

withdrew from the Black Friday scrum altogether as it, like others, sought to 

avoid a repeat of the negative press reports in 2014 when customers fought 

in the aisles, and online delivery systems failed under the demand. 

Asda’s president and CEO Andy Clarke said that the retailer, which initially 

introduced Black Friday to the UK in 2013, had been told by its customers that 

they didn’t want “to be held hostage to a day or two of sales”.

Other retailers followed suit, suddenly reining in Black Friday plans and 

altering discounting strategies. With such a large change of tack at the 

beginning of the Christmas shopping season, how did this impact trading for 

the rest of the period and what does that mean for retail in the coming year?

In this report we look at the true picture of Black Friday and the Christmas 

trading period in 2014 and 2015 – to see how these discounting and 

shopping patterns are creating trends that will affect retailers in 2016 and 

beyond. Analysing what’s next can help retailers understand how to drive 

their sales even further and where to best focus their investment and efforts 

for retail success.  
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What the data tells us

02

The impact of Black Friday on Christmas spending in 2014 and 2015

Retail spend on Black Friday 2015 was 30% higher than an average Friday in 

November. This was compared to a 51% increase in retail spending for Black 

Friday in 2014. Sales volumes meanwhile increased by 12% in 2015 compared 

to a 20% increase on Black Friday in 2014.  

The reduced rate of spend in 2015 can mostly be attributed to two causes - 

retailers pulling back on their initially aggressive Black Friday plans, and an 

increase in online shopping and discounting on Black Friday. In the past, big 

online shopping discounts have been concentrated on Cyber Monday - the 

Monday after Black Friday. 
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Indeed it was bricks and mortar retailers running Black Friday offers through 

their online stores that was the real success story of Black Friday 2015. It 

meant that online shopping hit its highest penetration rate on record at 

22% in November, according to the BRC-KPMG Online Retail Sales Monitor, 

November 2015. The Office of National Statistics meanwhile said that online 

shoppers spent an average of £888.4 million per week in November, equating 

to about £5.3 million an hour. 

But despite the impact of increased online spending, Black Friday in 2015 

still marked a significant spike in the start of the Christmas trading period for 

in-store retail. 

Just like in 2014, Black Friday wasn’t actually the biggest day in the Christmas 

shopping calendar. Vend’s data shows that retail spending was even higher 

on the Saturday immediately after Black Friday itself - a trend we’ve dubbed 

Spin-Off Saturday - and continues to rise in the subsequent weekends 

leading up to Christmas.

Black Friday retail spend in stores using Vend in 2014 & 2015
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In 2015 festive spending hit its peak on 23rd December when retail spend 

showed a 22% increase over Black Friday - the same as in 2014 when retail 

spending on 23rd December reached a peak of more than 23% from Black 

Friday. The Saturday before Christmas is also hugely popular for spending in 

both 2014 and 2015 - dubbed by the industry as Panic Saturday - as shoppers 

rush to get their last-minute gifts.

Black Friday retail sales volumes in stores using Vend in 2014 & 2015.
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Who spent the most where?

Changes to shopping habits and Christmas trading are altering how and 

where people spend, so how did this impact retailers regionally? We wanted 

to see if the sales trends we’ve identified were echoed country-wide, or did 

some regions still see record spending over this time. Where might retailers 

still be able to cash in on big Black Friday volumes, and who saw the biggest 

spend over Christmas?

According to Vend’s data, Bristol was the biggest Black Friday winner 

in both 2015 and 2014. In 2015 retail spend in Bristol increased by 105% 

compared to the average Friday in November, with an 85% increase in 2014.  

Other cities also had larger than usual volumes in 2015, including Edinburgh 

which saw an 88% increase in spend and Brighton with a 57% rise. Shoppers 

in Brighton were also the biggest individual spenders during Black Friday in 

2015. 
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However gains weren’t as large in Leeds (23%), Manchester (11%) or in the 

shopping mecca of London (33%). Compare this to 2014 when Manchester 

spending spiked by 81% and London by 80%, and it’s clear that Black Friday 

this year was very different to 2014. The drop off in these larger centres is 

likely due to the more cautious approach retailers took to Black Friday in 2015 

as well as shoppers migrating their spend online. 

Still, spending throughout December in the lead up to Christmas steadily 

increased across the regions from Black Friday. In 2015 Leeds saw the 

biggest increases in December retail spending, at levels 126% higher than 

the November average. This was followed by Brighton (79%), Bristol (61%), 

Edinburgh (55%), Manchester (30%) and London (23%).

What did shoppers spend their money on across the Christmas 
season?

Traditionally, heavily-discounted electronic goods have been amongst the 

most popular on Black Friday, as shoppers can make dramatic savings on 

these usually high-priced items. Nothing better illustrates this than the images 

of 2014 Black Friday when shoppers wrestled over discounted flat-screen 

televisions in-store. 

It’s a trend that Vend’s data showed to be true yet again for 2015, as 

electronic stores saw a 130% increase in retail spending on Black Friday 

compared to an average day in November. 

However many other retailers also experienced a jump in sales. Amongst 

the independents, SMEs and high street retailers that make up Vend’s 

customer base, it was clothing stores who also benefited from Black Friday 

with spending increasing by 105% compared to average. This was followed by 

beauty and cosmetics stores (94% increase) and home furnishings (39%). 
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From Black Friday onwards however, we see customer shopping habits and 

the items they purchase change. Black Friday might be about bargains, but 

December is about gifting. In December leading-up to Christmas, gift, novelty 

and souvenir stores saw the biggest jump in sales - up 142% compared to the 

whole of November. 
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Pre-Christmas promotions ramp up

While this report has shown that Black Friday doesn’t seem to dampen 

December spending, it has impacted on pre-Christmas promotions. Sales are 

no longer just concentrated on Boxing Day and post-Christmas. Vend’s data 

found that in 2014 there was a 170% increase in the number of discounted 

products on Black Friday compared to the November average, and in 2015 

this figure remained high at 110%.

In 2014, pre-Christmas promotions were largely focussed around Black 

Friday itself. Vend’s 2014 data showed that discounting levels remained low 

for all of October, November and December, apart from Black Friday, where 

discounting jumped by 159% compared to the rest of November. 

However, in 2015, retailers choose to pull-back their one-off Black Friday 

offers and instead find other ways to gain a greater share of Christmas 

trade. Vend’s figures showed that in 2015 discounting remained relatively 

low in October, but jumped in November and continued to rise steadily 

throughout November and December right up until Christmas. Discounts 

applied to products leapt in the first three weekends in November, peaking 

on Black Friday. They then jumped again in the week before Christmas, 

peaking on the 23rd December at levels 18% higher than Black Friday, and 

126% higher than the November average. 

Insights and 
recommendations

03
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Earlier November and December promotions is a trend that’s likely to 

continue. Retailers will look for ways to attract customer attention in an 

increasingly competitive and price-driven market, and provide offers to 

customers while still maintaining healthy profit margins in the lead up to 

Christmas.   

Exclusive Boxing Day sales fall behind as offer periods are extended

We see a growing trend towards more sustained promotional activity, and a 

reduction in the traditional Boxing Day and January sales which, although still 

hugely popular, are now beginning pre-Christmas.

SALE
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Higher levels of discounting across November and December is clearly 

having an impact on traditional post-Christmas sales. The data from 

Vend shows a significant drop in spending - and discounting - on Boxing 

Day and the weeks after Christmas into January, at the time which has 

historically been big for bargains. In 2015 discounting levels post-

Christmas were 60% lower than for the same period in 2014.

The Black Friday furore of 2014 saw shops heaving with customers, and 

websites and delivery schedules collapsing under the strain of intense 

demand. In 2015, retailers were better prepared to deal with the rush both 

online and in-store. For many this was not only due to reduced discounting,  

but also a more sustained programme of offers spread out over the whole 

Christmas period. Such tactics enabled staff, stores and websites to better 

cope with traffic.

It was a tactic used by Asda, the retailer responsible for bringing the Black 

Friday concept to the UK in the first place. In its communication to customers 

for 2015, it said that following customer feedback it had chosen not to take 

part in the Black Friday flash sales, instead investing more than £26 million 

into savings across the seasonal period, with offers beginning from the start 

of November.  

In 2014, discounting dropped sharply on the Saturday following Black 

Friday - down by 23% compared to the Friday. However in 2015, discounting 

rates on the Saturday fell by just 8% as retailers extended their Black Friday 

discounting period. Vend’s data shows that sales on the Saturday following 

Black Friday in both 2014 and 2015 were higher than Black Friday itself, 

proving that extended discounting pays off. 
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If longer-lead discounting over Christmas and events like Black Friday 

are set to continue - and it looks like they are - retailers need to 

plan carefully. It’s important they ensure that the money they invest 

on promotion, product delivery and ordering new stock is balanced 

carefully with the knowledge that they may see higher returns volumes, 

which will impact their bottom line.

Impulse buys impacting retail profits

While special offers leading up to Christmas might seem like a great way 

for retailers to attract gift-buying shoppers, deep discounting is a double-

edged sword. Big bargains can encourage shoppers to impulse buy, and 

increase the likelihood of them changing their mind and returning goods later. 

Although retailers ideally want to prompt a wavering customer to purchase, 

it’s of little value if the goods are returned once the customer has had the 

chance to more carefully consider their purchase. 

Vend’s sales analysis for 2015 showed that customer refunds after Black 

Friday peaked on 5th December, up by 60% more than the average for 

November. This was similar to 2014 when customer refunds hit their highest 

point on 9th December – at 64% higher than average. 

Although we may not know the specific reasons for all these refunds, the 

fact that the highest proportion of refunds over Christmas for both years 

happened on the first full weekend after Black Friday and Cyber Monday, 

suggests that these big discounting events also played a part in boosting 

product returns.
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Black Friday brings big opportunities for retailers

In the past, UK retailers have expressed concern that Black Friday negatively 

impacts Christmas trading - stating that it brings Christmas shopping forward 

and cuts into their margins because of its reduced prices. They worry that 

shoppers then buy less at full-price in the lead up to Christmas. 

While this is a legitimate concern, it’s not entirely true. In fact, while Black 

Friday does create a spike at the start of the season, it certainly isn’t the peak. 

As we’ve shown in this report, data from Vend’s customers proves that both 

sales and customer spending in 2014 and 2015 continued to rise steadily after 

Black Friday in the lead-up to Christmas, and peaked on 23rd December.

Whilst Black Friday does bring Christmas shopping forward, there’s a 

big opportunity for retailers to capitalise on the momentum it brings for 

the rest of December. Catching the attention of customers early through 

Black Friday promotions means they may be more likely to shop in a 

store again in the lead-up to Christmas. Think about how the clever 

promotion of soon-to-be-launched products, special Christmas events 

and last-minute offers (not necessarily discounts) during Black Friday 

could entice customers back into a retail store in the following weeks, 

and therefore boost Christmas sales.   
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Discounting pre-Christmas - it’s all about strategy

While shoppers have widely come to expect discounts before Christmas, 

there is also an opposing force at work - consumers are increasingly 

expecting more personalised and high-quality shopping experiences too. 

They want offers and communications that are targeted just to them; smaller 

and more frequent drops of new stock; delivery options that suit their 

particular lifestyle; and personalised customer service and recommendations 

from store assistants. In short, bargains aren’t everything. Shoppers will often 

opt for the store that provides the best value and experience, rather than the 

lowest prices. 

There are still retailers that choose to avoid the pre-Christmas sales frenzy 

and yet still maintain healthy results. For example, fashion retailer Next has 

long held on to its half price Boxing Day sale rather than discounting before 

Christmas. And, fellow fashion retailer Fat Face refuses to discount pre-

Christmas but instead launched a ‘donating not discounting’ strategy for 

Black Friday - donating a proportion of its profits over the period to a variety 

of charities instead. 
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NEW STOCK
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Before being caught up in pre-Christmas price cutting, retailers need 

to understand whether it’s the right strategy for them. It all depends on 

the brand, target customer base and product range. Some retailers will 

find that their customers will respect them more for providing genuine 

bargains on quality products post-Christmas instead. The trick is to look 

at how a good discounting strategy can work.   

Competing on price and taking part in heavy discounting events such as 

Black Friday is often harder and more risky for smaller, independent retailers 

who are less able to absorb the margin-impacting discounts. But that doesn’t 

mean they can’t benefit from sales, or from discounting at other times of the 

year. It just takes a clever strategy to ensure they’re giving their customers 

what they want, when they want it. 
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Men’s fashion retailer Number Six, based in London’s Brick Lane, initially 

decided against taking part in Black Friday in 2015 but changed its plans at 

the last minute on the back of increased customer enquiries. Owner Jake 

Hardy said the move to targeting promotions on Black Friday paid off. 

“For the event, we put a fixed discount 

across the store with some brands 

excluded from the offer. As predicted, 

our sales were significantly up compared 

to an average weekend. As Black Friday 

has now become more widely known 

here in the UK, we saw an increase 

in sales from those we did last year, 

especially online. This is a result of the 

online experience being quicker, safer, 

and more convenient to the consumer. 

Surprisingly, about 25% of online sales 

were Click and Collect.”

JAKE HARDY, NUMBER SIX

Case studies

04
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“Black Friday in England is a new feature and I don’t think 

it will last very long because I don’t think it works in Britain. 

Retailers don’t really get any benefits from it – the only thing 

it does is push back spending that would have happened in 

the December period.”

ANDREY PRONIN, PODAROK 

In contrast, independent giftware retailer Podarok, which has stores in Oxford 

and Cambridge, hardly ever discounts and sees Black Friday as a passing fad. 

It instead focuses on fostering its loyal repeat customer base. Its Christmas 

trading period begins in mid-October and increases to a peak in the second 

or third week of December. November and December account for nearly half 

of its yearly sales. 

Its promotional strategy for the Christmas trading period is focused 

on marketing new items – either by email marketing or via staff 

recommendations. 

While retailers may disagree on the benefits of big discounting and flash 

sales, the key point is that it can - and does - work for some but not 

necessarily all. Retailers need to understand if it’s for right for them and their 

customers, or if they’re better off focusing their energies and investment 

elsewhere in their business.
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Looking ahead -  
What should your retail 
priorities be in 2016 and 
beyond?

05

We’ve looked carefully at the trading period just been, but what about the 

year ahead? The results of Christmas trading can play a big part in informing 

how retailers should move forward, and the areas of their business that 

provide the biggest opportunity - or need - for investment and effort. 

So where will things be changing in 2016 and what can retailers do to 

capitalise on these new opportunities?
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1. Be more personal with your customers 

Personalisation is the 2016 retailer’s secret weapon. Targeted discounts 

throughout the year can be far more effective in enticing customers to 

purchase than big blanket discounting. For example, by scheduling offers 

based on the time of day that shoppers are most likely to purchase, or what 

products are most popular. 

Additionally, providing more curated online content, targeted email marketing, 

or better customer recognition in-store - either through location targeting 

or more informed staff - creates a stronger relationship with customers 

to encourage repeat business throughout the year, irrespective of price 

reductions. This will allow retailers to better compete for shopper’s attention 

during times of heavy discounting and in the lead up to Christmas next year. 

2. Get closer through social

Retailers can gain a huge amount of information about their customers 

via social networks, but it’s making use of such data that is the real key to 

unlocking business success in 2016 and beyond. The adoption of social 

SHOP HERE

OPEN
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listening tools will increase in the coming year, as stores look to gain greater 

insights into their customer’s shopping activities, wants and needs. 

Engaging with customers on social media for promotions and to provide that 

all-important personalised experience, will also be key for increasing sales. 

We anticipate that more retailers will adopt social selling solutions such as 

Soldsie (selling through comments) and Like2Buy (user generated content 

galleries). Social networks such as Facebook, Twitter and Pinterest, which all 

released buy buttons in 2015, will continue to invest in social commerce. 

Soon the opportunities for retailers to engage with their customers through 

social will be endless - but in the meantime, it will be the retailers who get 

in early to understand their customers and create a strong following with 

engaging content that will succeed in 2016. 

3. Plan promotions that work – not knee jerk reactions that  
cut profits 

It’s clear that there’s now a trend towards more carefully managing 

promotions and discounting around big retail events like Black Friday and 

Christmas, to ensure profits aren’t negatively impacted. Discounting strategies 

in 2016 will need to be sustainable, in order to grow profits as well as attract 

new customers. 

To ensure that you don’t give away too much or end up losing money 

with your discounts, set an “acceptable range of margin” for each of your 

products, in order to guide any decisions made around price reductions. 

Or, use different incentives such as ‘buy one get the second half price’, or 

a revised store layout to display non-discounted items. Promotions which 

encourage more in-store spending at higher prices is one of the only ways to 

keep profits healthy during times of big discounting. 
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4. Invest in technologies to enhance the customer experience -  
both in-store and online 

Despite the rise of online, bricks and mortar retail is just as important as ever 

- in fact, many pure-play online retailers are now opening up physical stores 

to showcase their products in person. Retailers are realising that a store offers 

the ability to provide a customer experience that simply can’t be matched 

online. 

For events such as Black Friday and Christmas, in-store shopping will 

continue to be hugely important. However, we’ve also seen consumers’ 

expectations change. The modern day shopper is expecting a seamless and 

unified shopping experience, across online and instore. In 2016, retailers will 

need to merge their physical and digital worlds to serve this new wave of 

shoppers. 

A big part of this is utilising new technologies to enhance the customer 

experience. For example, implementing bluetooth beacons that recognise 

when a customer is near a store and automatically send a targeted offer to 

them via their mobile. Or, using a POS system that does away with queuing by 

letting you take a sale or look up stock from anywhere on the shop floor. 

5. Gain a more singular view of your business

Just as retailers need to bring their online and offline systems together for 

customers, they also need to do the same for their business. Having a single 

view of your retail business in order to manage sales, inventory, customer 
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information and staff performance across many different channels - and from 

any location - is key to making fast, informed business decisions.

A singular view of inventory, for example, is vital for reducing issues such 

as running out of popular products during peak times, or being left with too 

much stock that needs to be shifted cheaply and quickly after big events 

such as Christmas. Managing stock more effectively also means retailers can 

provide better delivery and Click and Collect initiatives.

Having a singular view of customer details meanwhile allows retailers to 

better understand their customers - whether that’s their browsing, purchase 

history or buying patterns – so that an online customer isn’t a stranger 

when they come in-store. Those that have already made the move to new 

technologies that allow a single view of the business will be reaping the 

benefits during busy sales periods in 2016. Those yet to do so must have it 

firmly on the to-do list.
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Conclusion

06

Retail trading and shopping patterns in the UK are changing for good. Black 

Friday has brought with it a trend towards earlier pre-Christmas discounts 

and extended offers, higher refunds, and an impact on margins. Retail stores 

have had to change their approach accordingly. Being able to react quickly to 

customers’ needs as well as rivals’ trading strategies remains key.

Retailers are getting braver. They are becoming more adept at discounting 

to generate valuable sales and attract more loyal customers. If they can 

utilise new technologies to create more personal shopping experiences 

and engaged shoppers, and continue refining their discounting strategies to 

increase their bottom-line, their future in 2016 is bright. 

Managing promotions in a way that is best for their business - rather than 

simply following the crowd - is the key.
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