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The changing face of the 
trading calendar

For generations, retail has been an industry driven by the seasons, with 
merchants guaranteed a finite number of trading spikes triggered by 
set-piece shopping events spaced out through the year.

By and large, these events were set in stone, closely aligned with changes in 

the seasons and Christian religious celebrations, such as Christmas and Easter.  

This arrangement guaranteed a highly predictable retail calendar, which proved to be the perfect 

fit for conventional, unwieldy analogue retail supply chains and logistics. If customer demand did 

trigger an unexpected peak in this calcified trading landscape, no one expected stores to be agile 

enough to respond to demand. Instead, retailers and brands either shrugged or simply patted 

themselves on the back for producing a fantastically popular product that sold out like hot cakes.
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Predictability not only meant that retailers could prime 

supply and logistics chains at the right times to ensure 

inventory levels, it also meant that during the turn of 

century, when ecommerce was in its infancy, retailers 

knew when their websites needed to be optimised for 

peak traffic. And just as well, because despite being 

infinitely less complex than today’s ecommerce platforms, 

testing could take months to set up, run and report. 
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“In the era of digitally 
transformed retail, 
the highly-predictable 
calendar of yesteryear 
looks increasingly 
antiquated.”

The very heartbeat of retail is now driven by customer demand, 

facilitated by real-time data analytics, low-latency digital networks 

and algorithm-driven micro-trends that can sweep a social network 

in nanoseconds.

In this new, high-speed environment, retailers and brands that fail 

to maintain their ecommerce platforms in a state of readiness, 

prepared for peak demand and peak website traffic that can spin on 

a sixpence, are running the risk of squandering significant sales and 

hard-won customer loyalty. 
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What do next-gen peaks 
look like?

One of the biggest results of the seismic changes in retail is that the 
trading calendar has not only shifted, it has become transformed 
into a shifting sea of fluid customer demand. 

While key landmarks, such as festive 

December peak trading, may still be 

recognisable - and plannable - new 

currents and eddies spontaneously 

appear and vanish, triggered by hard-

to-read and unpredictable customer 

behaviour.

A dress worn by a celebrity or social influencer, 

for instance, can trigger a product-specific trading 

spike that burns brightly for a moment before it 

fizzles out. If a retailer fails to meet that window of 

demand, they not only miss a precious revenue 

stream, their brand will be indelibly tarnished 

in the eyes of their disappointed customers. 

And, if they fail to manage one of these next-

generation retail peaks due to frailties in their 

own ecommerce platform, the impact of this 

self-inflicted wound will hurt even more. So, what 

exactly do these next-gen peaks look like and 

what causes them? 
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“The common denominator among 
next-gen peaks is that they are either 
unexpected or fall outside of what 
the ‘conventional’ trading calendar"
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Another significant addition to this new retail 
calendar is a proliferation of diverse cultural and 
religious celebrations, each with their own gifting 
and shopping festivals and traditions. 

Chief among these events is the Islamic holy month of Ramadan, which ends 

with the Eid al-Fitr holiday which is estimated to be worth £200m to the UK 

economy annually. Chinese New Year is another such festival, with 2018 

celebrations helping to ease concerns of a UK economic downturn.  

 A flood of activity around a specific product 

after it is worn/used by a royal/celebrity/

social influencer

Unexpected weather patterns that trigger 

trading spikes

 

The political factors that trigger trading spikes 

(i.e. Brexit) 

The rapidly evolving nature of existing peak 

sales, such as Black Friday

 

Peak trading must also now encapsulate 

demand driven by diverse shopping and 

cultural events (Chinese New Year, Eid etc.)

The common denominator among next-gen peaks is that they are either 
unexpected or fall outside of what retailers consider the ‘conventional’ 
trading calendar.  Here are some examples:

01

02
03
04
05
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Add to this list, relatively new events to the retail calendar which are rapidly establishing themselves as set plays. 

These include Black Friday, which is no longer a single-day shopping event and more likely treated by retailers as 

a campaign spread over weeks, containing its own micro peaks and troughs in trading.

Thanks to an uptick in demand for laptops and tablets, back-to-school is now the third biggest shopping event in 

the UK, with parents spending almost £1.2 billion in the run up to the new school year, according to figures recently 

released by analysts Mintel. Back-to-school is only eclipsed by Christmas and Black Friday. Mintel’s research 

shows that in 2018, 11% of parents bought technology for their children, spending an average of £220. Major film 

releases can also trigger trading spikes when customer demand is high for associated film merchandise.
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What factors cause a  
next-gen peak in  
customer demand?
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In a bid to establish what factors cause a next-gen peak in trading, 
we polled 2,000 online UK shoppers to find out what impacted  
their browsing and buying impulses online.

Our research revealed that often-unpredictable events outside of the retailer 

or brand’s control, such as a celebrity or social influencer endorsing a product

41%
41% have searched for a product 

online after seeing it being 

promoted or endorsed by a 

celebrity or social influencer,

57%
rising to 57% among 18 -24 

year olds.

22%
22% of fashion shoppers have 

been prompted to search for 

a product online after seeing a 

celebrity wearing a fashion item, 

29%
rising to 29% among 18-24 

 year olds,

and a further 22% have gone online to search for a product due to unexpected weather 

fluctuations. Over half (51%) were influenced by discounting events, while cultural celebrations 

prompted another two fifths (39%) to start their online search.

When it comes to consumers being converted to a sale, the same hierarchy 

of influence exists among triggers, but the shift from research to purchase 

activity is accompanied by a rate of attrition of around five to 10% as shoppers 

leave the sales funnel.   

Events often outside  
retailer/brands control

Celebrity endorsements 29%
A social influencer  
promoting a product 15%
Unexpected weather 14%

Cultural celebrations Christmas, Eid, Diwali etc 27%
Discounting events

Events such as Black 
Friday 35%
Flash sales 40%
Special offers 53%

Which of the following has influenced you to buy a product online?
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Is your website prepared 
for peak?

In the new era of customer demand-driven ecommerce, platforms 
need to be in a constant state of readiness in case an unexpected 
peak should arise, or should a foreseen peak exceed expectations. 

84% of consumers will abandon their purchase if online experience is poor

Our latest consumer research shows that retailers and brands need a far more nuanced approach 

to website load testing and site optimisation to ensure they maintain the loyalty of their customers. 

For example, nearly half (47%) of shoppers will ditch an entire website if a page takes up to 10 

seconds to load, with a third (31%) not tolerating a wait of more than 5 seconds. Meanwhile 12% will 

abandon their basket if a checkout screen takes more than 3 seconds to process payment details.  

In the era of digitally transformed retail, the highly-predictable calendar of 

yesteryear looks increasingly antiquated
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How long does slow loading web pages  

take to lose a customer? 

Up to three seconds:  14%
Up to five seconds:  31%
Up to ten seconds:  47%
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Payment painpoints – how long will customers give you to 

process their payment before abandoning? 

 Up to three seconds:    12%
Up to five seconds:    28%
Up to ten seconds:    46%
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Slow-loading website pages continue to be the biggest bugbear for time-poor online shoppers, 

but they are far from the only sources of frustration. Our research shows that poor website 

performance may be a big problem, but quite often website functions simply doesn’t work at all, 

and this is a major reason for basket abandonment and poor customer retention.  For example, 

a quarter of consumers told us that they are often frustrated by errors as fundamental as ‘buy’ 

buttons that do not work while 45% have had to contend with broken promotion codes.

Top five frustrations experienced by online shoppers

Slow-loading webpages:  48%
Promotion codes fail:    45%
Transaction fails:    35%
Error messages:    31%
Basket failures:    31%

If customer frustration wasn’t a big enough problem, our research showed that significant numbers 

of shoppers are forced to abandon their baskets due to poorly optimised websites and broken 

functionality. 

Top five causes for online purchase abandonment 

Slow-loading webpages:   37%
Error messages:    35%
Broken page links:    28%
Poor site navigation:      26%
Inconsistent offers:     25%
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The beauty of peak 
trading is that retailers 
can use this intense 
period of activity as an 
opportunity to leverage 
factors such as product, 
price and availability to 
entice new customers 
to their site 
88% of shoppers use Black Friday to explore new retailers, as it gives 

them the opportunity or inclination to try out brands they don’t 

usually shop with. 

Smart retailers do not view peak as a ‘one and done’ opportunity. It’s a chance to 

showcase what’s fantastic about a brand and how slick, friction-free and convenient 

its ecommerce solution is. Get it wrong, however, and our research findings show the 

effect can be disastrous, turning customers off for life. For example, 82% of consumers 

in our poll said that if they had a poor online experience during Black Friday, they would 

be less likely to shop with that retailer again over the Christmas period.
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How does a poor online 
experience affect  
customer satisfaction?
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I am less likely to make a purchase if my online 
experience is poor: 84% agree

If a website experience is poor, I will shop 
elsewhere: 83% agree

If I can’t quickly find what I need on a website, I will 
give up and try a different site: 72.05% agree

I’d be more likely to abandon a purchase if web 
experience is poor: 79% agree

I view a brand negatively if online experience  
is poor: 76% agree

I am less loyal to online retailers that offer poor 
website experiences: 74% agree

I am less likely to recommend a retailer is website 
experience is poor: 79% agree

The take-home here is that retail needs to be 
more customer-centric and responsive to 
consumer behaviour in real-time, especially 
during peak trading. 

There are many factors that can make customer-centricity challenging, but 

poor-performing websites and ecommerce platforms are easily mitigated 

against, and should not be one of these factors. 
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Eight ways to ensure your 
ecommerce platform is 
primed for peak trading

The first challenge when preparing your website for the new era 
of perma-peak is to adopt a regime of always-on testing. Trading 
peaks can happen at any time, so websites need to be ready all the 
time. Here are our top eight tips for always-on testing:

Take a customer-eye-view of testing
So many retailers use unrealistic customer pathways when testing their websites. They may 

use website entry points and links that are inaccessible to the public, effectively invalidating 

their testing regime. They may also omit website customisation and personalisation when 

testing, which again seriously skews results. When retailers test, they are best advised to walk 

in their customers’ shoes using a live site. Only then will testing provide the necessary insights. 

They should consider real behaviour, and a realistic mix of end-to-end journeys including 

drop-off ratios, using real data from real events in their testing. There are lots of performance 

metrics out there, but customer experience should be the number one goal for any retailer. 

Beware the stealth bugs eating sales conversions
Just because a website hasn’t alerted you to any bugs doesn’t mean you don’t have any. 

Effective website testing and monitoring means pro-actively hunting for problems. A website 

may have any number of broken ‘buy’ buttons silently eroding sales. Customers are unlikely 

to take the time to email you. They’ll just go elsewhere. This means an ongoing testing regime 

is advised.  

Don’t trust third-party plug-ins
Third-party plug-ins are a great way to access must-have functionality such as personalisation, 

fulfilment and sizing solutions. However, their developers are most-likely constantly updating 

and renewing their plug-in code. This means that a bug or incompatible line of code may be 

introduced into your platform at any moment. On-going use of a third-party plug-in requires 

ongoing monitoring if a retailer is to be sure they won’t suffer a nasty surprise.
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Think ‘testing first’
Factor-in testing from the moment you create your ecommerce solution. Testing is a last-

minute consideration for too may retailers either launching their first website or re-platforming 

from an existing one. An early view of site optimisation and load capacity will save a lot of 

time, resource and aggravation in the long run. 

Take a holistic view of testing
Don’t consider your website in isolation. Retailers are advised to test and optimise all of 

their digital channels — and certainly not just desktop. The goal should be a uniformly high-

performance and high-level customer experience for all customers across all channels and 

devices at all times. This is the most effective way elevate online customer experience.

Is it wise to mark your own homework?
Do you have the technical expertise in-house to fully test your complex ecommerce platform? 

Your tech guy may try to reassure you, but websites are infinitely more complex than they 

were just a few years ago. Shift-left methodology has put even greater pressure on teams to 

deliver quickly. For some organisations this means taking risks with website load capacity and 

undiscovered bugs. Arguably the proportion of online revenue is now too big for omnichannel 

retailers to take this kind of chance. 

Take a 3D attitude to load testing
Peak trading isn’t a phenomenon reserved for one geographic region or time frame. Retailers 

should consider local peak trading triggers, time differences, cultural difference around 

customer journeys and the full range of shopper behaviour. For example, a recent study 

revealed that late night shopper conversion is a growing trend in the UK. Only when you factor 

in all these variables can you be sure a testing regime is effective.

Be first to break your ecommerce platform 
Retailers should not be nervous if they find flaws in their website. They should be nervous if 

they don’t find any. This is likely to show a testing and monitoring regime is working. 

How consumers are dictating the pace of the retail calendar and the steps retailers must take to keep up 22

P E R M A - P E A K

04

05

06

07

08



Conclusion
Just as cybersecurity and data handling have earned their place as a board-level 
consideration, website resilience has also risen dramatically in importance as 
the proportion of revenue attributed to ecommerce increases.

The hard truth is that consumers have little patience for poor performance any 
time of the year, and especially so during peak trading periods when they may 
feel they’re being denied access to a particularly attractive deal or a must-have 
product. As our research shows, it doesn’t take much for the vast majority of 
consumers to abandon their purchase, shop elsewhere and suggest their friends 
and family do likewise. 

The fluid nature of next-gen peak trading, triggered by unexpected customer 
demand, makes the retail calendar infinitely more unpredictable, but the good 
news for retailers is that systems and processes now exist that make 24/7 
website testing and monitoring, modelled on real customer behaviour, a reality. 
Retailers who lack the expertise or resources in-house to achieve this level of risk 
management can also quickly and easily enlist the help of third-party experts to 

provide the required level of support. 

“together for better digital journeys” 

www.thinktribe.com

We provide a true picture of your website’s health, stability and 
capacity, to keep the user journey seamless and minimise risk.

Speak to one of our Web Performance Specialists on  
01227 768276 or email info@thinktribe.com


