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But for retailers, it’s often the most stressful.  

 

Preparing for the holiday shopping season becomes more demanding every Fall. Constant 

changes in user behavior and consumer trends make it challenging to keep up and stay 

competitive. With so many marketing channels to manage, just staying organized is 

overwhelming. 

We understand the pressures felt by eCommerce companies prior to the holidays, which is why 

we’ve put together this helpful resource. We want to make it as easy as possible for retailers to 

maintain perspective on everything they should be doing to achieve digital marketing success 

this 2015 holiday season.  

We want this to be the most wonderful time of the year for retailers, too! 

 

Within these pages, you’ll find a plethora of tips, features, and strategies to make this your best 

holiday shopping season ever. We’re confident in suggesting these strategies to you because 

they’re all relevant, proven, and supported by industry data and results we’ve experienced.  

Each chapter offers its own insight, so you can choose to read any or all sections at your leisure. 

However, when read in full, this guide provides complete insight into how historical holiday 

shopping data can be used to make smarter planning decisions for this 2015 season. 

 

We hope you find this guide as helpful as we think it is. We welcome any questions you may 

have, as well as contact requests to see how we may be able to help you prepare for the 

Holidays. You may reach us anytime by filling out our contact form on our website. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.verticalrail.com/contact/
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The 2015 Holiday Shopping Digital Marketing Checklist 

 

Use this checklist to make sure you’re fully prepared this 2015 season! Reference it while you 

read through this guide, and make sure to share it with the rest of your team for planning and 

discussion. 

Data Analysis 
  

Traffic 
Audience 
Transactions & Revenue 
Product Performance 
Device & Behavior 

 

Email 
 

Mobile Template 
Segmentation 
Schedule 
Video 
Social Sharing 

 

YouTube 
 

Haul & Unboxing Series 
Channel Banner 
Custom Thumbnails 
Social Media Links 

 

Social Media 
 

Hashtags 

Sales Planning 
 

Define KPIs 
Allocate Your Budget 

 

Mobile Website 
 

Mobile Optimized Website 
Page Speed 

 

Shopping Engines 
 

Data Feed Optimization 
Campaign Management 

 

PPC 
 

Remarketing Lists 
Display Ad Creative 
Text Ad Customizers 

Snippets 
Callouts 
Extensions 
Sitelinks 
 

Relevant Imagery  
    Mobile Optimized Video 

 

 

 



 

The 2014 Holiday Shopping Season in Retrospect 

 

Last year was an exciting period of growth for eCommerce. According to a report by Custora, 

the Holiday Shopping season experienced a 15.6% increase in revenue over 2013. Black Friday 

and Cyber Monday remained the top two shopping days, with nearly 33% of Black Friday sales 

coming from smartphones and tablets.  

Mobile shopping was up about 32% from 2013. Mobile activity peaked at 50% on Thanksgiving 

Day (Akamai, 2015); inferring that more people were using their smartphones to prepare for in-

store shopping on Black Friday. In fact, for the first time ever, more people used mobile devices 

to browse and shop on Thanksgiving Day than they did PCs (Wang, Malthouse, & 

Krishnamurthi, 2015). 

However, tablets and PCs still drove conversions. While shoppers did more browsing on their 

smartphones, only 25% of total online purchases for the season came from mobile devices - 

with email marketing and search (organic and paid) being the top two marketing channels 

(Halzack, 2014). Email open rates on mobile surpassed tablet and PC, with an estimated 61% 

share of readership (Litmus, 2014). 

When it came to search and browsing behavior, consumers found video reviews most helpful 

for their holiday shopping. On Black Friday, there was an estimated 280% lift in engagement 

around consumer-generated product videos – nearly 60% higher than the lift seen by 

professionally produced videos (EXPO, 2013). 

While mobile and video proved effective at encouraging brand awareness and online visibility, 

social media did not. Also according to Custora’s report, social media advertising proved costly 

by conversion rate standards. Only 1.9% of all eCommerce orders came directly from social 

media platforms (which was even less than 2013, at 2.3%). However, it is important to note that 

paid social performed better than organic social by 25%.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://pages.custora.com/rs/custora/images/Custora_E-Commerce_Pulse_Holiday_2014_Recap.pdf
http://www.lyonscg.com/insights/5-ecommerce-trends-2015-holiday-season/


 

Putting the 2015 Holiday Shopping Season into Perspective 

 

The 2014 holiday shopping season highlights a number of trends in consumer behavior that 

need to be heeded this coming year. 

The growth of mobile search and shopping behavior suggests that while we can expect the 

majority of traffic to come from mobile, we can’t yet expect mobile conversions to surpass 

tablet and PC. Mobile commerce is estimated to grow 20-30%, so it still remains critical that 

your mobile conversion process is optimized to handle this increase (Wang, Malthouse, & 

Krishnamurthi, 2015). Smartphone shoppers expect and require a far more efficient checkout 

process (Halzack, 2014). 

Smartphone shoppers tend to buy fewer things. They also tend to purchase items according to 

their habitual needs that are more convenient to search for, allowing for a more direct search 

experience (Wang, Malthouse, & Krishnamurthi, 2015). An interesting finding in search 

behavior is that last year, peak browsing time shifted from mid-day to 9 PM ET (Akamai, 2015). 

This suggests an increase in mobile device usage and search in the evening hours - after work, 

during primetime television, and/or before bed. 

With the impact of video on search and browsing behavior, it suggests the need for new PR 

strategy. Traditional marketing methods are no longer as influential to the conversion process, 

when compared to the opinions of real people. Connecting with consumers through vlogger 

and blogger reviews is proving to be imperative for brands and manufacturers who want to 

better engage, develop relationships, and promote their products with integrity (EXPO, 2013).  

Along similar lines, YouTube is offering a unique opportunity for retailers. TrueView for 

Shopping is a new feature that allows you to showcase product details and images within your 

video ad, along with the ability to click to purchase from an eCommerce site. When 

incorporated in conjunction with a YouTube PR strategy, this could be a game changer for 

brands who adopt it early enough. 

While social media left much to be desired last year, changes to various platforms suggest more 

serious opportunity this year. Pinterest launched their Buy Button in June, hoping to get more 

retailers on the platform in time for the holidays (Kuchler, 2015). Their Buy Button gives users 

the opportunity to purchase products without leaving the app, using stored credit card details 

while forwarding addresses. Instagram has also introduced Learn More and Shop Now buttons 

for sponsored posts. 

 

 

http://adwords.blogspot.com/2015/05/introducing-trueview-for-shopping-new.html
http://adwords.blogspot.com/2015/05/introducing-trueview-for-shopping-new.html


 

 

When planning for your holiday sales this year, it’s critical you prioritize optimizing your website 

for mobile. If you do nothing else - do this. With the majority of website traffic coming from 

mobile, you can’t rely on customers returning to your website on desktop to make a purchase if 

they suffer a poor mobile experience. 

Part of this optimization should include optimizing your lower price-point products for mobile 

search. With more consumers turning to mobile for routine purchases, it’s essential that any 

popular repeat items you sell achieve higher rank in both organic search and comparison 

shopping engines. 

Peak time for mobile usage also suggests that a time-sensitive ad delivery schedule will be 

effective in attracting more buyers that are in a comparative, decision-making mindset. 

Prioritizing high mobile visibility later in the day, while complementing that with moderate to 

high desktop visibility throughout the day, may prove better for increasing both assisted and 

cross-device conversions.  

In terms of video and social media, investing in a highly social content marketing strategy will 

likely have a positive influence on conversions. It will not only aid buyers during their search 

and browsing stage, but will open the door to increased brand lift and relevant visibility. 

Utilizing new social media features geared towards retailers will also likely have a positive effect 

on greater visibility and sales. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Using Historical Data to Your Advantage 

 

Data tracking can be a struggle for many eCommerce sites, but it is by far the most important 

component of any digital marketing strategy. Without the ability to track conversions, product 

performance, site usage, and demographic data, you open yourself up to the possibility of 

taking too many uncalculated risks. 

(The rest of this guide assumes you have Google Analytics tracking already set up. However, if 

you don’t, make sure to reference Google’s support materials to add the Universal Analytics tag 

and get started.)  

 

Where to Start 

To begin, define the date range you want to analyze.  

For the holiday season, there are two ideal date ranges: September through February, and 

November through December.  

 

The wider date range allows you to see the full seasonal cycle; shedding light on how 

performance ramped up, peaked, and declined. This is necessary to best optimize your 

promotional schedule(s). 

 

The smaller window provides more focused insight into behavior surrounding Black Friday, 

Cyber Monday, and Christmas. 

 

https://support.google.com/analytics/answer/1008080?hl=en


 

What to Look For 

To help put things into perspective, we’ve organized the key questions and takeaways you 

should be able to answer: 

 

Traffic 

 

 

 Which channels brought the majority of traffic to your website? 

 Which channels cause the majority of new users to visit your website? Returning 

visitors? 

 Which website(s) is the majority of your referral traffic coming from? 

 Which social networks are driving the most traffic and/or seeing the most return on 

investment? 

Key Takeaways: 

 Understanding where your traffic came from can help you decide which channels are 

most effective, and which show the most opportunity for conversion rate optimization. 

 Understanding where your new customers are coming from compared to where your 

existing customers are coming from can help you decide on an effective remarketing 

strategy. 

 Understanding your referral traffic can help you make smarter targeting decisions when 

it comes to site placements in AdWords display campaigns. 

 

 

 

 



 

Audience 

 

 

 

 Look at your demographics. Which age ranges and gender contributed to the majority of 

traffic? Conversions? 

 Which interest groups seem to account for the majority of traffic? 

 What languages do most of your customers seem to speak, and where do most of your 

customers seem to be from? 

Key Takeaways: 

 Understanding the age, gender, and interests of your consumers will allow you to more 

accurately target your Display and TrueView ads, as well as to better position your 

brand through creative marketing. 

 Understanding the language and location of your consumers will help you determine the 

necessity for translating your website, creating ads in other languages, and what 

locations you should be targeting to increase conversions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Transactions & Revenue 

 

 

 

 

 Which channels did the majority of your transactions come from? Revenue? 

 Which channels experienced the highest conversion rate? 

 Look at your assisted conversions and last click conversions to see which channels are 

contributing most to sales, and which channels are most influential to immediate 

conversions. 

Key Takeaways: 

 Understanding which channels earn the most revenue will help you decide which 

channels to prioritize in order to optimize your profitability. Comparing where your 

traffic comes from to where your revenue comes from will also put this into perspective. 

 Taking assisted conversions into consideration will help make sure you include any 

channels that may not seem that profitable, but actually are. 

 

 

 

 



 

Product Performance  

 Which products performed the best during which 

time periods? You can view this by product or SKU, 

and by month, week, day of the week, or time of 

day. 

 Which sources influenced your most popular 

product purchases? 

 

Key Takeaways: 

 Understanding which products performed best and when will help you understand 

which types of products were most successful during which promotions, and what types 

of products to focus your sales on this year. 

 

Device & Behavior 

 

 What percentage of website traffic came from which device? 

 What percentage of traffic by device comes from new users? Returning users? 

 What is the bounce rate per device? Conversion rate? 

Key Takeaways: 

 Understanding how users are interacting with your website based on device will shed 

light on how to improve your user experience to optimize for conversions.  

 

Having trouble interpreting your data? We offer professional PPC, SEO, and CSE audits. Request 

an audit or contact us to get started. 

 

 

http://www.verticalrail.com/request-an-audit/
http://www.verticalrail.com/request-an-audit/
http://www.verticalrail.com/contact/


 

Important Sales Planning Considerations 

Data can tell you a lot of things, but it can’t tell you one of the most important considerations 

for the sales planning process – goals. Goals are what allow data to be so useful. Without 

defining your KPIs, you can’t use historical information to make sure you’re moving forward. 

Once you’ve clearly defined your goals, you can start using any data you’ve gathered to educate 

your decisions. For example, if you have inventory sales objectives, you should consider which 

products were best sellers in 2014. If new products are being released, you should consider 

which channels are most effective for converting both new and existing customers. And if you 

want to increase customer loyalty and engagement in preparation for post-season sales, you 

will want to dive deeper into the effectiveness of both previous and current social media and 

email campaigns. 

Based on your findings, you can then evaluate how to allocate the remainder of your 2015 

budget.  

Of course, you want to make sure that any planning considerations also account for the most 

recent changes in consumer behavior. Analyzing your summer 2015 data will make sure any 

insights from last season don’t oppose or hinder what’s currently most relevant to your growth. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Making Sure Your Website is Mobile Ready  

 

To make sure your website is prepared for the high levels of mobile traffic this holiday season, 

you need to understand what it means to be mobile optimized. And we’re not just talking 

“mobile-friendly”. 

There is a definitive difference between your website being usable on a mobile device and 

being optimized for a mobile device. Being usable means a website provides more of a mobile-

optimized experience than a non-responsive site. Being optimized for mobile, on the other 

hand, means taking a mobile-first approach to your design process. 

Optimizing your site for the mobile user takes a number of factors into consideration. 

Functionality is never compromised, aiming to make the smaller screen seem more convenient 

instead of less. Search and navigation are made easy, allowing for users to bookmark pages and 

view them later from another device. A mobile-first approach also makes sure that users can 

safely and securely purchase products without having to endure a slow, confusing checkout 

process. 

However, the better way to truly experience what makes for a great mobile site is to take your 

phone out right now and search “best mobile websites” in Google. One of the top results 

should be a post by Hubspot, which offers 15 examples of great mobile website designs. By 

visiting each of these example sites, you’ll be able to gain a more accurate user perspective 

regarding what really works and what doesn’t. 

If you don’t want to take the time to review example sites, just keep in mind that a few features 

any mobile eCommerce website should have are: 

 A sticky header that allows users to search, go to the cart, return to the home page, and 

access the dropdown menu, from any page at any time. 

 Appropriately sized Call-to-Action buttons that are optimized for touchscreen interface 

and functionality. 

 The most important Call-to-Actions per each page placed above the fold, so the need for 

further scrolling is minimized. 

 Strategically placed buttons that make navigating the site with one hand (i.e. your 

thumb) easy. 

 A Store Location finder (for retailers with products in-store). 

 A deep link to the Apple Store or Google Play, allowing users to directly download your 

app (if you have one). 

 

http://blog.hubspot.com/marketing/mobile-website-design-examples


 

Responsive Design vs. Dynamic Serving vs. Mobile Only 

For developing a mobile optimized website, there are three design approaches to choose from.  

At this point in time, responsive design is probably the most commonly recognized and 

understood approach to web development. Essentially, it means building a website that 

responds to various screen sizes by adjusting page layouts according to specified break points 

and programming. Due to Google’s algorithm change (Mobilegeddon) earlier this year, many 

retailers have already adopted the responsive design approach. 

Responsive design is generally the better and safer approach, as it only requires one set of 

code, content, and is ideal for SEO. While a common misconception, it’s actually not regarded 

more highly by Google than other approaches. If you’ve adopted a responsive website but 

haven’t been seeing the results you were expecting, you may want to consider the pros and 

cons of alternatives. 

Dynamic serving is an approach to mobile design which signals Google to display different 

HTML and CSS for the same URL, depending on which device the user is using. While 

challenging to implement correctly, it does not steal your link juice the way a separate mobile 

site would because it uses the same URL as your desktop site. It also enables to you to 

customize your mobile content slightly for mobile search. 

When implemented properly, it offers users an exclusive mobile experience. It doesn’t require 

the possible compromise to your desktop experience that might be necessary to accommodate 

responsive design. If conversion rate optimization is your primary goal, dynamic serving is the 

ideal solution.  

Designing a mobile only (M-Dot) website can be a great option for those who don’t want to 

make their desktop experience to accommodate their mobile. It allows you to customize your 

design and content for mobile the way you would with dynamic serving, without such a 

technical hassle. An M-dot website is not ideal for SEO though, as it does use its own URLs. 

 

Page Speed Checklist 

Regardless of which approach you choose, it’s critical to make sure your web design 

accommodates page speed standards.  

While sometimes confused with “site speed”, page speed is the time it takes to fully display the 

content of a specific page. Google has indicated that both site speed and page speed are signals  

 

http://googlewebmastercentral.blogspot.com/2015/02/finding-more-mobile-friendly-search.html
http://www.verticalrail.com/kb/dynamic-serving/
https://moz.com/learn/seo/page-speed


 

used by its algorithm to rank pages. This means that page speed is important for your SEO,  

as well as user experience. Longer load times often negatively affect conversions. 

Here are some of the simplest ways in which you can improve your page speed: 

Enable Compression: Use file compression to reduce the size of your CSS, HTML, and                 

JavaScript files. 

Minify Code: By removing extra spaces, commas, and other unnecessary characters 

(such as comments, formatting and unused code), you can increase your page speed. 

Reduce Redirects: Redirects force your visitors to wait additional time for the page to 

load. 

Leverage Browser Caching: Browsers cache information so that when a user returns, it 

doesn’t have to reload the entire page. By setting an expiration date in your header, you 

can dictate how long you want information stored. This is an ideal option for sites that 

don’t change often. 

Optimize Images: Image files should be in the right format and compressed for the web, 

especially when you are using multiple images. 

 

To see how fast your current pages are loading, use Google PageSpeed Insights to analyze the 

speed of your website across multiple devices. It will also tell you what issues you should 

prioritize fixing, if any. 

If you’re feeling the pressure to make sure your website is mobile optimized in time for 

Thanksgiving, let us know. Contact us to see if we can make your website responsive or build 

you an M-dot site. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://developers.google.com/speed/pagespeed/insights/
http://www.verticalrail.com/contact/


 

Email Campaign Best Practices  

 

With the majority of emails being opened on smartphones, holiday email campaigns will need 

to be mobile-centric this year. 

Holiday email templates should be optimized for both desktops and mobile devices, to provide 

a seamless cross-device experience. Email templates should include social buttons for easy 

sharing of deals with friends and family, as well as one-click Call-to-Actions that make it 

convenient for holiday shoppers on the go. 

Emails that contain short embedded videos optimized for mobile viewing have also been shown 

to improve engagement with both your brand and offer (StreamSend, 2014). However, video 

does not always increase open rates (as some reports like to tout). What helps the most to 

increase open rates is segmentation. 

Segmentation 

An effective segmentation strategy accounts for a variety of responses and user behaviors. 

Taking a mobile-centric approach to email segmentation, some list suggestions you may want 

to consider are: 

 Users who open emails vs. Users who don’t 

 Users who open emails on mobile vs. Users who open emails on desktop 

 Users who open emails with video vs. Users who don’t 

 Users who open emails earlier in the day vs. Users who open emails later in the day 

 Users who abandoned their shopping cart 

 Users who have converted vs. Users who didn’t 

 Users who have converted more than once vs. Users who only converted once 

 High value users vs. Low value users 

By segmenting your subscribers into various lists, you will be able to personalize emails to 

better target customers with different user behaviors. This kind of approach will positively 

contribute to higher open rates. It’s also smart to maintain highly segmented email lists for 

remarketing purposes. 

Split testing within and between lists like these will allow you to further personalize and 

optimize any emails you send, gaining invaluable insight into what works, what doesn’t, and for 

which types of customers. 

 

 

http://www.smartinsights.com/email-marketing/email-creative-and-copywriting/video-email-marketing/).


 

Scheduling  

In addition to segmentation, when you send your emails out can have a huge impact on 

whether or not they are opened.  

Keeping in mind that mobile device usage peaked during evening hours last year, sending 

emails later in the day might prove more effective this year in capturing the attention of 

engaged browsers. Receiving an email notification about a special offer or upcoming sale might 

influence them to visit your site or search for their products while they’re browsing for other 

stores and items. It’s likely that someone may be more inclined to take the time to open and 

read your email when they are not in a rush or at work during the day. Also, if someone is using 

Facebook on their phone while watching TV, they will already be in a mindset to share good 

deals with friends and family. 

Second to time of day, should be which days of the week have the highest open rate and 

conversion rate. For days with the highest open rate, you may want to consider sending either 

weekly promotion updates or the most important sales announcements. For days with the 

highest conversion rate, you should consider sending an email the night before as a reminder. 

Sending an email the day of might also be effective if you’re promoting products likely to be 

purchased on mobile. 

You also want to make sure that as you are planning your campaign, you consider the 

frequency emails will be sent. Promotions should be limited, because you don’t want to exhaust 

or annoy your customers. Don’t overdo holiday marketing too early in the season – ramp up 

through November, and peak right before Christmas.  

There are a few other best practices to keep in mind, which require less forethought than 

segmentation and scheduling. Split testing has shown that emails displaying both your brand 

name and the name of a real person as the sender are more likely to be clicked – even if just by 

a minimal margin. Personalized subject lines have been shown to increase click-through-rate 

(CTR) by nearly 20%. It’s also important to avoid spam trigger words to make sure your emails 

don’t get filtered out. 

Last, for retailers wanting to gain visibility with consumers who actively read their email, it 

might be time to consider trying Gmail Sponsored Promotions (GSPs). Made public to all 

advertisers earlier this year, GSPs are special ads that show up only in Gmail boxes in the 

Promotions tab. When a user clicks on the ad, a teaser opens to display a piece of simple HTML 

that features images, text, links, form field, or embedded video. 

GSPs are charged on a CPC basis. As a Google Partner, we can help you get started with Gmail 

Sponsored Promotions. If you are unfamiliar and think you could benefit from using GSPs, 

contact us. 

http://blog.hubspot.com/marketing/get-more-email-opens-video
http://marketingland.com/gmail-sponsored-promotions-everything-need-know-succeed-direct-response-gsp-part-1-120938
https://www.google.com/partners/#a_profile;idtf=1703212492;qury=vertical%20rail
http://www.verticalrail.com/contact/


 

Comparison Shopping Engine Strategies  

 

For eCommerce companies, mobile comparison shopping needs to be a huge priority this 

holiday season. 

Last December, Amazon announced that nearly 60% of customers shopping used a mobile 

device – accelerating as the shopping season progressed. Cyber Monday was the peak mobile 

shopping day, with Black Friday experiencing the fastest mobile shopping growth. Also, total 

holiday sales from the Amazon app doubled.  

Google Shopping also experienced significant growth last year. Post Q4 of 2013, Google PLAs 

ranked third for achieving the highest conversion rate (second to Bing and Amazon). PLAs 

reigned supreme for driving traffic and revenue. Post Q2 of 2014, these findings were still very 

similar, with the top four comparison shopping engines being Google Shopping, PriceGrabber, 

Shopzilla and Amazon. As a result, investment by advertisers in Google Shopping increased 53% 

in Q4 of 2014 (compared to a decrease in spending on text ads). 

With the growth of the Google Express app and service, as well as the slow rollout of 

“Purchases on Google” enabled ads, Google is pushing to make the eCommerce shopping 

experience far more efficient. From the perspective of a mobile user, this is a positive direction 

for all engines and marketplaces to lead in. However, it does force retailers to think about the 

data feed information they are submitting, and how easy it will be for consumers to find by 

online and in-app searches. 

Data Feed Optimization 

Assuming that your products will probably be discovered first on a mobile device this year, it’s 

more important than ever your product titles and feed attributes are optimized for mobile 

search and display. 

With mobile, you have less real estate to work with. For example – in Google Shopping, a basic 

search for “earrings” displays the first 4-6 words (roughly 40 characters) of your product title. 

On Amazon and eBay, however, it will display most of your product title. PriceGrabber is 

somewhere in between. (Note: How search results display within the Amazon and eBay apps is 

not much different from their mobile sites.) 

The lesson here is that regardless of engine, it’s important to place the most important and 

relevant keywords in your product title toward the front. Or in other words, you should always 

place the keywords you want visible at the front of the title. 

 

http://phx.corporate-ir.net/phoenix.zhtml?c=176060&p=irol-newsArticle&ID=2002024
http://www.cpcstrategy.com/comparison-shopping/q4-2013/
http://www.cpcstrategy.com/comparison-shopping/the-comparison-shopping-report-q2-2014/
http://www.emarketer.com/Article/Retailers-Increase-Reliance-on-PLAs/1012022
http://searchengineland.com/google-announces-purchases-on-google-for-buying-straight-from-plas-and-other-mobile-shopping-updates-225291
http://searchengineland.com/google-announces-purchases-on-google-for-buying-straight-from-plas-and-other-mobile-shopping-updates-225291


 

 

         

 

Google Shopping 

Google Shopping offers a number of unique campaign management capabilities that allow for 

greater control of both bidding and targeting. With Google Shopping, you can create custom 

labels within your data feed to manage bid by product type and/or attribute. You can also 

create separate campaigns to manage geo-targeted advertising for specific groupings of 

products. These will be effective approaches for retailers looking to advertise their products to 

consumers near store locations, manage bids by product price, or schedule specific product ads 

to run at specific times of day. 

Last year, promotional text was available for merchants to use as a sort of ad extension for their 

PLAs. This year, promotional text has been replaced by automated extensions. Automated 

extensions for PLAs display next to your ads at no additional work or cost; they simply crawl 

your Merchant Center and data feed to show free shipping and price drop information. 

If you feel like you’re going to need help optimizing your data feed or managing your shopping 

campaigns this holiday season, please contact us. We can better manage your data feed(s) to 

increase your visibility and decrease your CPC across Google Shopping, Bing, Amazon and/or 

Connexity (PriceGrabber, Shopzilla); as well as make sure your campaigns are up to date with 

the latest advertising features. 

 

 

 

http://adwords.blogspot.com/2015/08/new-automated-extension-for-shopping-ads.html
http://www.verticalrail.com/contact/


 

Pay Per Click (PPC) Advertising Strategies  

 

For 2015, the focus of your holiday PPC initiatives should be around creating repeat customers. 

Essentially, Pareto’s Principle (otherwise known as the “80/20 Rule”) asserts that 20% of your 

customers make up 80% of your sales. Another interpretation of this principle could also be to 

say that 20% of your products make up 80% of your sales. 

This being said, tapping into your existing customer base using remarketing might be the secret 

to achieving your holiday sales goals. When you consider that the majority of traffic now comes 

from mobile and that mobile shoppers tend to make more routine, habitual purchases – one 

strategy that capitalizes on this is to increase your mobile bids to catch your previous customers 

in the act of primetime browsing. Another effective strategy is to focus your ad spend on 

driving traffic to your best-selling products and/or product categories.  

Consulting your data about last year’s product performance, as well as recent product 

performance, will be helpful in making those types of decisions. It will also offer insight into 

what remarketing lists you need to create now to collect appropriate users in time for 

November. Good audiences to start building are: 

 Users who visited a specific product page 

 Users who visited a specific category page 

 Users who converted 

 Users who spent less than a set amount of time on your website and converted 

 Users who didn’t convert 

 Users who spent a set amount of time on your website but didn’t convert 

The more granular you can be with your remarketing lists, the more tailored your advertising 

can be. Similar to email marketing, more personalized messaging will likely be more effective – 

especially for influencing visitors to come back to your site to explore new deals, sales, and 

products specific to their behavior. 

Display Ads & Remarketing 

The most common type of remarketing ad is a display ad. Display ads are image, GIF, and video 

ads that run on display networks, parsed out through content on other websites. Most display 

traffic has recently been observed to come from mobile, so creating visually relevant image ads 

specific to the mobile user is your best bet this holiday season. 

With highly specific remarketing lists, you can show highly relevant display ads to people when 

and where they are most likely to convert. With average mobile usage peaking at night, an 

http://www.clickz.com/clickz/column/1716017/the-pareto-principle-applying-80-rule-your-business


 

effective strategy is to run your remarketing campaign(s) from late afternoon on. If any 

placements seem to be generating the most traffic, you should consider creating ads exclusive 

to visitors of those websites. 

For some retailers, the past few years have shown dynamic remarketing to actually achieve 

conversion rates about 200% higher than regular display ads, and 120% higher than regular 

remarketing. Dynamic remarketing can be extremely effective for targeting users that have 

expressed interest in specific products or product-types, but didn’t convert. It can also be 

effective for up-selling additional products to those who did. You can create dynamic display 

ads to show products from your data feed using AdWords’ Ad gallery.  

Search Ads & Remarketing 

While most remarketing is display advertising, you can create remarketing lists for search ads 

(RLSA). RLSA allows you to tailor your search ads in similar ways. However, there are a few 

distinct differences to keep in mind. 

The maximum lifespan for a search remarketing list is limited to 180 days, as opposed to 540 

days. A search remarketing list must also have 1,000 users on it to be usable, as opposed to 

only 100. You also can’t use demographic or user behavior to refine your targeting, as RLSA is 

keyword based. 

RLSA is beneficial because it allows you to bid on a broader range of keywords that may not 

normally be profitable. It also allows you to optimize the bids for your existing keywords based 

on how a user interacts with your website. You can enable Search remarketing under Data 

Collection on the Admin tab in Google Analytics. 

 

Whether you choose to apply a remarketing list or not, there are a number of ways to better 

make your text ads stand out by seeming more personal and relevant. 

 

https://www.thinkwithgoogle.com/case-studies/dynamic-remarketing-delivers-storkie-express.html
https://www.thinkwithgoogle.com/case-studies/dynamic-remarketing-delivers-storkie-express.html
https://support.google.com/analytics/answer/6212951?hl=en
https://support.google.com/adwords/answer/2701222?vid=1-635766465747362948-2965297391


 

Last year, ad customizers became available just in time for the holiday season. A new 

countdown widget was also introduced, which allows your ads to dynamically display the 

number of days, hours, or minutes left for a promotion. Some brands who took advantage of ad 

customizers for Black Friday and Cyber Monday reported seeing an estimated 30% increase in 

CTR, as well as a 3% increase in conversion rate over normal text ads.   

  

Another thing you can do is extend your ads with dynamic structured snippets that highlight 

specific aspects of your product. These snippets can feature mentions such as your top brands, 

product types, or popular search attributes. When used with callout extensions and sitelinks, 

they can make your ads seem even more relevant and compelling. 

As a Google Partner, we can make sure your ads show with structured snippets. We can also 

help you set up, manage, and produce display creative for your remarketing campaigns. If you 

want help utilizing any of these AdWords features, contact us. Or, request a professional audit 

and we’ll provide insight into how you can optimize your PPC campaigns for the holidays.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://adwords.blogspot.com/2014/12/use-ad-customizers-to-gear-up-for-your.html
http://adwords.blogspot.com/2015/08/highlight-specific-aspect-of-your.html
https://www.google.com/partners/#a_profile;idtf=1703212492;qury=vertical%20rail
http://www.verticalrail.com/contact/
http://www.verticalrail.com/request-an-audit/


 

Video Marketing – Holiday YouTube Content 

 

Shopping-related content on YouTube has become a significant part of the holiday shopping 

process - especially for millennials.  

Back in 2013, “haul videos” really started to peak over the Black Friday weekend. A haul video is 

when someone shows and talks about what they most recently bought, discussing details such 

as product name, price, and where to buy it. Since then, haul video views have more than 

doubled. 

 

Over the past few years, haul videos have experienced a noticeable trend. During July and 

August, just before going back to school, YouTube searches spike. They peak slightly again in 

November and December. With haul video searches being at an all-time high this year, it’s likely 

that holiday searches will be higher than 2014. 

Along with haul videos, unboxing and product review videos have taken over. An unboxing 

video is when someone unboxes a product they received in the mail, then talks about it. 

Unboxing videos surpass haul videos particularly during the fall months – spiking in September, 

and then peaking in November and December.  

 

 

https://www.thinkwithgoogle.com/articles/2014-holiday-shopper-research-shopping-never-sleeps.html


 

Content Creation 

These trends suggest that when creating content for your YouTube channel this holiday season, 

a series of videos related to unboxing products or haul purchases could garner you some 

engagement and visibility with millennials. A series of product review videos could aid 

consumers in the conversion process, particularly if they are searching for your product 

specifically to see it in use or to gain clarity regarding its’ attributes. 

When coming up with other series ideas for YouTube, consider the “Help, Hero, Hub” approach 

to YouTube content creation: 

 Help: Videos that relate to the core, primary interests of your ideal viewer or target 

consumer. Help series videos are meant to teach consumers or answer questions. 

Think: How To, Lessons, What Is, Who Is, Why Do, etc. 

 Hub: Videos that are meant to entertain and build loyal customer relationships. These 

videos should be current, valuable and engaging, and include some kind of Call-to-

Action (subscribe, like, follow, share, etc.). Hub series videos may be themed, and 

should be easy to relate to by consumers. 

 Hero: Videos that are created with the purpose of driving mass awareness for your 

product or brand. These videos should balance storytelling with advertising.  

 

Channel & Video Optimization 

Apart from creating awesome product-inspired content optimized for search, there are a 

number of other things you can do to optimize your YouTube channel and videos.  

Creating a channel art banner that highlights your products or upcoming promotions will give 

you some additional, stagnant display real estate to work with. Connecting your website and 

social media accounts will also make sure your customers can easily visit your website from 

your channel, and connect with you through other platforms. Creating custom thumbnails for 

your existing YouTube videos may also help to increase your views on referral watch pages.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

You should also make it a point to take advantage of using YouTube cards across as many of 

your videos as possible. YouTube cards allow you to feature pages of your website, fundraisers, 

videos, or other channels. It also allows you to promote merchandise from approved retailer 

sites, and allows you to link to your Merchant Center to promote your own products with 

TrueView ads.  

As a Google Partner, we can help you get started with TrueView shopping ads. If you think you 

could benefit from this feature of YouTube advertising, contact us. We can also help you 

optimize your YouTube channel for holiday search, and work with you to create a future 

content series that will benefit you well into next year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.google.com/partners/#a_profile;idtf=1703212492;qury=vertical%20rail
http://www.verticalrail.com/contact/


 

Social Media Strategies & Best Practices  

 

While social media did not prove as profitable for retailers last year, this year will likely be a 

different story.  

Over 60% of marketers are planning on increasing Facebook activity, with the majority of 

marketers agreeing that Facebook is the most influential platform. Over 70% of marketers are 

planning to incorporate video into their social marketing efforts, and nearly all marketers are 

planning to improve their social tactics to boost engagement with their audience (Social Media 

Examiner).  

With the growing recognition for how important social media really is, retailers are beginning to 

acknowledge and better measure their ROI from it. For larger brands in particular, social media 

is proving most effective for building customer relationships and engaging with diverse 

audiences.   

As more B2C focus becomes placed on social media, it will be important for you to follow suit. 

Understanding how you need to be using hashtags, imagery, and video now to strategically 

grow and engage with your audience will benefit you well into 2016.  

Hashtagging 

Looking back at 2014, there were a number of holiday hashtags that were particularly effective 

on Twitter. #Gift beat #Present with 759,000 mentions, compared to 38,000. #Christmas beat 

#Xmas with 35 million mentions, versus only 4 million. #Santa won over #SantaClaus with 

254,000 mentions, versus 33,000. #Nice even outranked #Naughty, with 134,000 mentions 

compared to 85,000. 

Over the past two years, other popular hashtags across multiple social media platforms have 

included: #charity, #shopping, #BlackFriday, #CyberMonday, #DIY, #handmade, #wishlist, 

#holiday savings, #deals, and #CyberMonday. Products hashtagged with where consumers can 

purchase them (ex. #Amazon, #Etsy, #eBay) has been another popular trend. Similar to 

YouTube, #haul and #unboxing are also extremely popular. 

When brainstorming how to hashtag your product posts this year, try using #Gift, #Christmas, 

#Santa, and #Nice. Make it a point to hashtag if your products are available on #Amazon, or any 

other shopping engine or marketplace. Also make sure to use #haul and #unboxing where 

appropriate when sharing visual content. Doing so will not only make it clear to your followers 

what your post is about, but will enable your post to become visible to potential followers 

searching trending posts. 

http://www.socialmediaexaminer.com/SocialMediaMarketingIndustryReport2015.pdf
http://www.socialmediaexaminer.com/SocialMediaMarketingIndustryReport2015.pdf
http://www.business2community.com/social-buzz/christmas-hashtags-popular-01107199
http://www.exacttarget.com/blog/20-hashtags-for-the-holiday-season/


 

 

It will also behoove you to use whatever hashtag you have established for your brand, as well 

as using hashtags if you choose to run a holiday gift contest or giveaway. Running a gift contest 

or giveaway will encourage engagement and sharing, which will gain any products you promote 

some extra special visibility.  

Images 

On the topic of visibility, it’s become necessary to use an image with everything you post. 

Nearly 75% of marketers are planning on further increasing their use of images throughout 

2015 (Social Media Examiner). But deciding what kind of images to use and how to use them 

can sometimes be challenging. It can also be difficult to know whether an image is more 

appropriate for one social media platform over the other.  

Ideally, images should be able to be used universally. Linking your Instagram to your Facebook, 

Twitter, and even Tumblr can sometimes make this universal management style more 

convenient. However, this method does pose an issue if you want to target different hashtags 

per platform. It can also pose an issue if you have significantly different audiences per platform.  

When it comes to millennials, Facebook is by far the most popular social platform. Though for 

visually driven platforms, Instagram reigns with over 300 million users, with the majority of 

millennials being active daily users. Pinterest doesn’t quite have the same reach, but is still used 

by approximately 30% of millennials, who make up the majority of active daily users. 

Specifically, the most active segment on Pinterest is “Millennial Moms”. 

The most pinned categories among active Pinterest users are: Food & Drink, DIY & Crafts, Home 

Décor, and Holidays & Events. This is great for creating Pinterest content this holiday season, 

because it means anything you post categorized as holiday food, décor, and gifts will likely be 

most visible. 

Interestingly, there are certain characteristics which many pinned images share. “Optimized 

images” have a reddish-orange tint or filter, with multiple dominant colors and medium 

lightness. There is usually not much additional background to the image. Also, images do not 

generally feature faces.  

Hashtags do not work the same way on Pinterest as they do Instagram, Facebook, Tumblr or 

Twitter. They are not as contextual, nor are they available on mobile. If you rely heavily on 

hashtagging for additional image visibility, Instagram is the best platform. Do keep in mind 

though, that Instagram does not have the same image sharing capabilities as other platforms. If 

image sharing is of concern to you, Pinterest, Facebook, and Tumblr are the way to go. 

 

http://www.socialmediaexaminer.com/SocialMediaMarketingIndustryReport2015.pdf
http://blog.instagram.com/post/104847837897/141210-300million
http://www.cision.com/us/2015/01/25-pinterest-facts-and-pr-best-practices/


 

Video 

Visual storytelling has never been more important to video. “The art of communicating visually 

in forms that can be read or looked upon”, visual storytelling is an effective method for 

marketers to get their video message across with or without sound. 

More and more video is being watched on mobile devices, with the majority of Facebook video 

being watched within the mobile app. When you consider where people might be when 

scrolling through their Facebook newsfeed (ex. on the bus, waiting in line, sitting at a coffee 

shop), audio is not always an option. This is a critically important consideration for any video 

you want to use in sponsored posts or ads. If your video relies heavily on audio to deliver your 

message, your video will not be as effective in capturing the attention and engagement of 

mobile users.  

One of the best ways to do this is incorporate text into your video, while using music in the 

background. This provides the user with a fuller experience using audio, but does not take away 

from the experience if audio is left off. The shoe brand Sperry uses this technique extremely 

well in their series of Help videos on YouTube. 

At the same time, visual storytelling is not always possible. There are many types of mobile 

video (Instagram, Vine, Snapchat) that disallow for any kind of real length. When you have only 

6-15 seconds (depending on platform), you have to become more creative with your use of 

video to engage with your customers, increase your brand lift, and showcase your products.  

While you can take somewhat of a visual storytelling approach to Snapchat by using your Story 

(a collection of videos and images that play consecutively when watched), video loops are a 

great way of taking advantage of the limited storytelling capacity of Vine and Instagram. 

Strategic loops are especially effective on Vine, as any clips automatically loop if being watched. 

Dos Equis makes use of great creative video loops in their Instagram feed, which highlight their 

beers and the feeling/essence consumers may experience while drinking it. 

If you’re not sure which social media platforms to focus on for this coming season, contact us. 

We can consult with you about your existing social media presence, and what creative 

marketing ideas will help grow your business into 2016. We can also take some weight off your 

shoulders by helping you create and manage your social ads. 

 

 

 

http://www.eicar-international.com/definition-visual-storytelling.html
http://www.eicar-international.com/definition-visual-storytelling.html
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLKSimVaMBhxYfr1C9N6IxaMFgtfSwBKN1
https://instagram.com/dosequis/
http://www.verticalrail.com/contact/
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