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NPD’s Holiday Retail Outlook, by Marshal Cohen
Holiday 2021 will be a unique journey, blending a complex range of behaviors.
Pandemic Lifestyles Remain A Celebratory Feeling Returns

Holiday 2021 shopping will have an earlier start for more consumers. 
More than half plan to start before Thanksgiving Day.

More shopping continues to move online, with 85% of consumers planning 
to shop online this holiday season, up from 80% last year, and those who 
were store-only shoppers shifting to shopping both in stores and online.

Free shipping beats value and price as the top influencer of where 
consumers will shop during the holiday season, for the second year in a row.

Financial perceptions are unchanged from last year as related to both the 
consumer’s own personal financial situation and the state of the economy.

Popular sales categories through the pandemic, like consumer technology, 
home, and toys, can expect sustained focus as the COVID-19 delta variant 
evolves and consumers continue to concentrate on enhancing time at home.

Holiday purchases pulled to earlier in the year don’t seem to dampen 
consumers’ plans for holiday spending.

Consumers plan to spend an average of $785 during the 2021 holiday 
shopping season. That is more than in either of the last two years. And 
29% plan to spend more than they did last year, up from 22%.

Consumers plan to see more family and friends this year, whether hosting 
or visiting, and more than a third plan to buy more gifts because they will be 
celebrating with friends/family.

Experiences are back on the gift list, with 57% of consumers planning to 
purchase an experience/intangible gift, up from 50% last year.

All categories can expect some increased spending, including products that 
support the consumer’s interest in getting out and about and the increased 
ability to do so, like apparel, footwear, accessories, and beauty.

+3%
Traditional holiday
Results for discretionary general merchandise 
categories occurring in November and December. +5%

Expanded holiday
Results starting in mid-October with early-season 
promotions and running through early January.

Two holiday 
projections
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*Source: The NPD Group/Checkout Omnichannel Tracking

NPD’s Holiday Retail Outlook, by 
Marshal Cohen
The U.S. retail landscape and the way consumers shop are 
fundamentally different.
The consumer is willing to spend …
The U.S. consumer has continued to demonstrate a propensity to buy and a willingness to spend 
over the past year. The expiration of the stimulus payments has had some recent impact on 
spending, resulting in a steadying of year-over-year sales growth rates at the single-digit level 
from mid-August through the end of September. However, retail sales continue to outpace 2019 
results at a higher level than even 2020 comparisons.

… but the way the consumer shops has changed.
Average shopping occasion spending has remained elevated since the start of the pandemic.* 
This is the result of multiple shifting consumer behaviors:

Navigating this new landscape 
will be a unique journey.

The keys to a successful Holiday 2021 
are flexibility and patience as 

consumers and marketers both 
continue to deal with uncertainty 

and change.
Increased online 
purchasing, where average 
selling prices (ASPs) and 
the amount spent on each 
transaction already tended 
to be higher

Fewer shopping visits to 
stores or online sites per 
week, leading to stock-up 
behavior

Inventory concerns, 
combined with constantly 
changing needs, have the 
consumer shopping in the 
"here and now" mode 
more than ever before
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WHAT CONSUMER 
SPENDING WILL 
LOOK LIKE

How much will they spend?

What will they buy?

Will early purchases put a damper 
on holiday plans?
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Source: The NPD Group/Annual Holiday Survey
Q1. How much do you plan to spend on holiday shopping this year?
Q2. Compared to last year, do you plan to spend … ?

Consumers Are Ready to Spend Again This Holiday Season
Consumers plan to spend an average of $785 on holiday shopping this year. That's
higher than 2019 and a significant increase above 2020 planned spending.

Plan to Spend on Holiday Shopping
(Mean among total respondents)

2019    $740 2020    $691 2021    $785

Consumers are feeling more optimistic about their holiday spending than they were just a year ago.

20

22

29

64

55

57

16

23

14

2019

2020

2021

More than last year Same as last year Less than last year

Holiday Spending Intentions

% Among Total Respondents
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Source: The NPD Group/Annual Holiday Survey
Q5. Which of these products do you plan to buy as holiday gifts this year?
Q6. How much do you plan to spend on ...?

Intent and Spending Are Up in All Categories
While all categories benefit from the positive swing in spending, the categories that 
have done well during the pandemic will see the greatest rewards this holiday season.

Tech closes the gap on the clothing portion of fashion purchases. 

Top Types of Planned Physical Gifts

% Among Total Respondents

1 Clothing/Footwear/Accessories (53%)

2 Tech/Electronics (37%)

3 Entertainment (33%)

4 Home (31%)

5 Toys & Baby Products/Supplies (30%)

6 Beauty (26%)

7 Food/Beverage (22%)

8 Liquor/Wine (21%)

Mean Spend ($) Among Planned Purchasers

1 Tech/Electronics ($820)

2 Clothing/Footwear/Accessories ($409)

3 Home ($315)

4 Entertainment ($196)

5 Food/Beverage ($163)

6 Toys & Baby Products/Supplies ($163)

7 Beauty ($162)

8 Liquor/Wine ($120)

Clothing

37%
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Source: The NPD Group/Annual Holiday SurveyQ27. Which, if any, experiences or intangible gifts do you plan to purchase this holiday season?

Experiences Return to Gift-Giving
Consumers are ready to give the gift of “getting out,” especially when it comes to 
experiences such as spa visits and event tickets.

Experiences/Intangibles
% Among Those Who Plan to Purchase an Experience/Intangible Gift

42
28

26

24

22

16

15

15

14

13
9

 Food/beverage experiences

 Charitable donations

 Spa certificate

 Tickets to a sporting event, concert, theater/play/musical

 Travel

 Adventure experiences

 Interactive experiences where the attendees become part of the event

 Educational/enrichment experiences

 Tours

 Membership to gym/fitness classes

 Certificates to experience-dedicated websites

57% of consumers plan to purchase an experience/intangible gift, up from 50% last year.

+4 pts
+4 pts
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Source: The NPD Group/Annual Holiday Survey

QC3. Are there any items that you were planning to purchase for yourself or your 
family at the holidays, but instead you decided to buy early?
QC4. What types of items did you change your mind and buy early?
Q5. Which of these products do you plan to buy as holiday gifts this year?

Pull-forward Purchasing Was Common This Year, But 
Doesn’t Seem to Dampen Purchase Plans for Holiday
A third of consumers made certain purchases early, even though the items were 
planned to be for holiday. Most likely to be purchased early were consumer 
electronics products.

Early Purchasing
% Among Those Who Have Already Made Early Holiday Purchases

43

30

29

22

21

20

19

Consumer electronics

Gift cards/certificates

Apparel/clothing, footwear, or accessories

Home products

Entertainment

Beauty product

Toy or baby product

% who still plan 
to purchase

67%

N/A

68%

52%

54%

51%

53%
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SHOPPING PLANS

When and how will consumers do their 
holiday shopping this year?
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Source: The NPD Group/Annual Holiday SurveyQ12. When will you begin your holiday shopping?

It’s Beginning to Look a Lot Like … 2019
The earlier timing of holiday shopping has adjusted back to pre-pandemic levels.

Plan to START Shopping
% Among Total Respondents Providing a Response
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40
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2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

Mid (Thanksgiving Day/
Black Friday/Thanksgiving 
weekend/Cyber Monday)

Late (Early 
December/last minute)

Early (Before Thanksgiving)
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Source: The NPD Group/Annual Holiday SurveyQ12. When will you begin your holiday shopping?   

Planned Shopping Shifts to Before Thanksgiving
Compared to 2020, more consumers will start their shopping prior to Thanksgiving Day.

Similar to 2020, 
41% of shoppers say they will start shopping earlier than they normally would 

because of COVID-19.

6% already finished 26% plan to start before 
Thanksgiving, up from last year

4% will start on 
Thanksgiving Day

7% will start over 
Thanksgiving weekend

16% don’t plan 
to start until 
early December

19% have already started 16% plan to start on 
Black Friday

4% will start 
on Cyber Monday

4% will wait 
until the 
last minute

More than half of consumers will 
start shopping before Thanksgiving
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Source: The NPD Group/Annual Holiday Survey
*The NPD Group/Checkout Omnichannel Tracking

Q12d. Thinking about the different times that you can shop for Holiday, during which 
of the following time periods do you feel you will get the best deals possible? 

Shopping Start Time Impacted By Perceptions
Black Friday is still the #1 time for finding the best deals, but pre-November continues 
to grow in significance.

Best Deals for Holiday
% Among Total Respondents

20

12

8

21

8

13

7

1

11

Before November (Prime Day, Deal Days, etc.)

The weeks leading up to Thanksgiving

The week of Thanksgiving

 Black Friday (on the day)

 Thanksgiving weekend (Saturday/Sunday)

 Cyber Monday

Week before Christmas

Christmas Eve

After Christmas

FACT:
Top Shopping Days 
of Q4 2020*

40%
+4pts October 13 

(Prime Day 1)
#3

November 27 
(Black Friday)

#1
November 30 
(Cyber Monday)

#2

42%
+1pt

18%
-5pts
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Source: The NPD Group/Annual Holiday Survey

QC1. Please read the statements that follow and tell us how much you agree with each.
Q8a. Do you plan to do any of your holiday shopping online this year?
Q9. Where do you plan to shop this holiday season?
Q9b. Approximately what percent of your holiday shopping do you plan to do … ?
Q10. Which of the following statements, if any, describe YOU when holiday shopping?

Online Will Continue to Expand Its Reach This Year
… even though 58% of consumers feel more comfortable shopping in stores now that 
there is a vaccine.

Store-only shoppers are now integrating 
online into their experience

85% of consumers will shop online
(up from 80% last year) % of shopping consumers plan to do …

41

48

50

7

10

8

52

42

42

2019

2020

2021

Online Catalog In-store

74% of consumers will shop both 
online and in stores
(up from 70% last year)
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INFLUENCERS 
AND PERCEPTIONS

What matters most to consumers 
this holiday season?

Are they getting into the holiday spirit?
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Source: The NPD Group/Annual Holiday Survey

Q9BB. Approximately what percent of your online purchases do you plan to have delivered in the following ways? 
Q11. Which of the following, if any, will influence where you shop for holiday gifts?
QC1 Please read the statements that follow and tell us how much you agree with each.

Free Shipping Still Matters Most
For the second year in a row, free shipping topped value and price.

What percentage of your online purchases do you 
plan to have delivered in the following ways? 

6 7 9 14 64

Delivered to a locker

Delivered to work

Delivered, left inside my home

Shipped to the store or picked up curbside

Delivered, left outside my home

47% +6 pts

of consumers cited free shipping as 
something that would influence 
where they shop for holiday gifts.

Only 9% cited curbside pick-up 
availability as an influencer.

49%
of holiday shoppers will do more 
online shopping so they can ship 
directly to family and friends.
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Source: The NPD Group/Annual Holiday Survey

Q30a. How does a manufacturer’s or a retailer’s position on various issues impact your holiday purchase decisions?
Q31. Which of these areas is most impactful when you are deciding whether or not to purchase from a manufacturer 
or retailer?

Consumers Care About More Than Price and Products
Consumers continue to inject their position on issues into their shopping decisions, and 
political issues seem to have rebounded in importance.

What is MOST Impactful?
% Among Total Respondents

Purchase Influence
% Among Total Respondents

39

48

41

35

35

36

21

15

20

2019

2020

2021

Social Environmental Political

53 46 44

18 20 19

30 34 37

2019 2020 2021

MORE LIKELY to purchase from 
companies that support causes 
important to me

LESS LIKELY to purchase from 
companies that do not support 
causes important to me

A company’s position DOES NOT 
impact my purchase decisions

Pandemic ideals and behaviors 
impact consumers 63%

Of consumers are more likely to shop in stores 
that follow CDC guidelines
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Source: The NPD Group/Annual Holiday Survey

Q10. Which of the following statements, if any, best describes YOU when holiday shopping?
Q11c. Based on where things are today, how would you rate the following?
Q11d. Thinking about your financial situation and the economy, what impact will they have
on your spending this holiday season? 
QC1. Please read the statements that follow and tell us how much you agree with each.

Even the Economy Can’t Tamp Down the Holiday Spirit
Consumers may still feel grim about the state of the economy, but they are confident 
enough about their personal situation to celebrate the holidays by spending more.

State of the Economy
% Among Total Respondents

30

22

19

30

18

21

37

57

56

2019

2020

2021

Excellent/Very Good
Good
Fair/Poor

Personal Financial Situation
% Among Total Respondents

35

36

36

30

28

28

32

34

35

2019

2020

2021

Excellent/Very Good
Good
Fair/Poor

How Will This Impact Spending?
% Among Total Respondents

26

29

34

51

41

43

23

30

23

2019

2020

2021

Spend More
Spend the Same
Spend Less
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Source: The NPD Group/Annual Holiday Survey

Q17. Where will you eat your holiday meal(s)? 
Q21 How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements?
QC1. Please read the statements that follow and tell us how much you agree with each.
QC2. How much do you agree with the following statements?
QC5. Do you expect this year to be more like 2019 before the pandemic began, or will it be more like 2020?

The Holiday Spirit Is Flowing This Year
Consumers plan to see more family and friends this year, and while not back to 2019 
levels, they are looking forward to the season.

More people will 
venture out to another 
family member’s home 

for Thanksgiving, but 
Christmas plans look 
much like last year.

47% of consumers say they plan to host or visit family/friends during the holiday season.

34% of consumers plan to buy more gifts because they will be celebrating with friends/family.

63% of consumers are looking forward to the holiday season, up 5 pts. from last year.
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ABOUT THE STUDY

Objectives and Methodology

Notes

Definitions
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Study Objectives and Methodology

Objectives

To understand U.S. consumers’ 
Holiday 2021 spending intentions.

Where applicable, to compare current intentions 
to prior-year results, reveal trends, help put 
results in perspective, and compare findings 

among demographic and socioeconomic cohorts.

1 2

Methodology

An online survey was fielded to an online 
consumer panel in September 2021.

The survey was fielded to a 
U.S. representative sample. 

The results of 3,664 completed 2021
surveys are presented in this report.
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A Few Notes About Reading This Study

All numbers found in data tables, graphs, and charts 
represent percentages (%) unless otherwise indicated.1

3 Data represents 2021 survey results unless 
otherwise indicated.

2 No data is presented where bases are below n=100.

All surveys were conducted in English; for that 
reason, the Hispanic segment should be viewed 
as representing only acculturated populations. 

4
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Supercategory Definitions
Beauty
◼ Fragrances/perfumes
◼ Makeup
◼ Skincare products

Entertainment
◼ Books (print or digital)
◼ Movies/DVDs
◼ Music
◼ Video gaming systems/games

Tech/Electronics
◼ Accessories for cell phones
◼ Camera/video cameras
◼ Desktop computers
◼ E-readers/other tablets (not iPads)
◼ Fitness activity trackers
◼ Headphones
◼ iPads
◼ iPhones
◼ Notebook/laptop computers
◼ Smartphones (not iPhones)
◼ Smart home devices
◼ Smartwatches
◼ TVs
◼ Voice-assisted devices
◼ Other electronics/

computer peripherals

Toys/Baby
◼ Toys
◼ Baby products/supplies (non-food)

Home
◼ Small appliances
◼ Major appliances
◼ Home/holiday decorations
◼ Home improvement products
◼ Home textiles
◼ Housewares

Liquor/Wine

Office Supplies

Sporting Goods or Equipment

Clothing/Accessories
◼ Bags
◼ Clothing
◼ Fashion jewelry
◼ Fine jewelry
◼ Footwear
◼ Luggage
◼ Small personal accessories
◼ Sunglasses
◼ Watches

Automotive Products

Food or Beverage
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About The NPD Group, Inc.
NPD offers data, industry expertise, and prescriptive analytics to help our clients grow their businesses in a changing world. 
Over 2,000 companies worldwide rely on us to help them measure, predict, and improve performance across all channels, 
including brick-and-mortar, e-commerce, and B2B. We have services in 19 countries worldwide, with operations spanning the 
Americas, Europe, and APAC. Practice areas include apparel, appliances, automotive, beauty, books, B2B technology, consumer 
technology, e-commerce, fashion accessories, food consumption, foodservice, footwear, home, home improvement, juvenile 
products, media entertainment, mobile, office supplies, retail, sports, toys, and video games. 

For more information, visit npd.com. 

Follow us on Twitter: @npdgroup.

For More Information

25

Contact your NPD account representative, call 866-444-1411, or email 
contactnpd@npd.com.

Visit npd.com for more insights throughout the 2021 holiday season.

Follow @npdgroup and #NPDHoliday on Twitter.

https://www.npd.com/wps/portal/npd/us/home/
https://twitter.com/npdgroup/media
mailto:contactnpd@npd.com
http://www.npd.com/

