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The daily intake of messages that people 
experience on digital channels is staggering. 

• 6 billion texts
• 306.4 billion emails
• 2 hours and 24 minutes spent on social media

While the pandemic continues to create enormous 
challenges, the opportunity now appears ripe for 
retailers. The National Retail Federation expects 
2021 to be the biggest year for US retail sales in 
years.1 The organization’s revised annual forecast 
predicts retail sales growth between 10.5% and 
13.5% to more than $4.44 trillion this year. In the 
UK, retail sales may climb 3.9% this year after 
a 3.6% decline in 2020.2 In Australia, retail sales 
may grow 2.5% in 2022 year-over-year.3 

In this report, we provide: 

• A snapshot of the digital retail landscape
around the globe

• New challenges and opportunities that digital
brings to retail

• Industry tactics for digital acquisition and
retention

As retail players strive to regain 
or grow market share, they are 
increasingly focused on developing 
new and creative ways to connect 
with consumers in the right digital 
channels, at the right time and with 
the right messaging. 

The amount of time and energy people spend 
on digital channels every minute of every day 
has grown exponentially over the last few years. 
The swift shift to digital has created quite 
the challenge for retailers around the globe, 
particularly when it comes to wooing new 
customers and wooing them so well that they 
want to stay for the long term. Add in a global 
pandemic impacting everything from mobility 
to economic stability, and you have even steeper 
acquisition and retention mountains to climb. 

As retail players strive to regain or grow 
market share, they are increasingly focused on 
developing new and creative ways to connect 
with consumers in the right digital channels, at 
the right time and with the right messaging. 
New ways to engage with consumers are 
especially relevant with the increased focus on 
ROI around digital campaigns and increased 
competition from digitally native brands. 

Brands are tapping into in-depth data and 
analytics to make smarter decisions for better 
outcomes. Robust analytics provide retailers 
a better, more personalized understanding of 
today’s consumers, whose preferences and 
shopping habits have changed significantly 
over the past year and some for the long term. 
Retailers are relying more heavily on business 
experimentation to test ideas in market on the 
best strategies and channels to reach current 
and prospective customers with the most 
relevant offers. And they’re tapping into digital 
loyalty solutions to help them connect with 
consumers in more impactful ways.

1 Retail Industry Trends, National Retail Federation, June 2021 
2  Growth forecasts for retail sales pre and post-Coronavirus in the

UK 2021 by sector, Tugba Sabanoglu, Statista
3 Trading Economics, Australia Retail Sales YoY
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Retail is starting to make a comeback around the 
globe and retailers must be ready. US retail sales, 
excluding automotive and gasoline, increased 
over 11% in June year-over-year and 10.4% 
compared to June 2019, according to Mastercard 
SpendingPulse™, which measures in-store and 
online retail sales across all payment forms. 
Online sales increased 8.3% year-over-year and 
95% compared to 2019.4 Retail sales within the 
European Union are also gaining ground, with 
April 2021 seeing 22.6% growth year-over-year.5 
Retail sales in Britain rose by 24.6% in May 2021 
compared to a year ago.6

Taking advantage of retail’s growth means 
being digitally savvy and continuing to innovate. 
As Covid-19 made its way around the globe, 
consumers made their way to digital purchasing 
channels. Consumers spent $900 billion more with 
online retailers globally in 2020 as the pandemic 
kept people at home, according to Mastercard’s 
Commerce E-volution report.7 E-commerce made 
up roughly $1 out of every $5 spent on retail in 
2020 globally, up from about $1 out of every $7 
spent in 2019. 

As consumers have quickly adapted to the new 
digital normal, roughly 20–30% of the shift to 
digital retail will be permanent.8 Retail categories 
that were more resistant to e-commerce, such 
as home improvement, have nevertheless shifted 
more of their business online during the pandemic. 
When US consumers were asked if they preferred 
in-store retail versus online if both had the same 
level of safety, nearly 40% said they would pick 
either channel equally.9 

As digital was an ample opportunity for retailers 
in 2020, it was also challenging for those who 
didn’t have the resources or speed to expand their 
digital presence. The same could be the case as 
retail starts to recover and businesses struggle 
with new ways to acquire customers and retain 
those who stuck with them during the pandemic. 
They will also want to keep any new customers 
who came to them because of the pandemic. 

The Digital Retail Picture

4  Back-to-School US Retail Sales Expected to Grow 5.5% Compared to Last Year, According to Mastercard SpendingPulse, June 10, 2021
5 CEIC Data, April 2021 (the most recent available data)
6 Retail Sales, Great Britain: May 2021, Office for National Statistics (the most recent available data) 
7 Commerce E-volution, Mastercard, April 2021
8 Economy 2021 report, Mastercard Economics Institute 
9 The Retail Rollercoaster, Ipsos, March 2021

As digital was an ample opportunity 
for retailers in 2020, it was also 
challenging for those who didn’t 
have the resources or speed to 
expand their digital presence.

https://www.mastercard.com/news/press/2021/june/back-to-school-u-s-retail-sales-expected-to-grow-5-5-compared-to-last-year-according-to-mastercard-spendingpulse/
https://www.mastercardservices.com/en/recovery-insights/commerce-e-volution
https://www.mastercardservices.com/en/economics-institute/global-outlook-2021-report
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The Digital Retail Picture

So how are retailers addressing 
some of these hurdles? 

In acquiring customers, they face increased 
competition from smaller players and 
international brands, which can now enjoy a 
limitless, borderless digital environment. The shift 
to digital has also shrunk the barrier to entry 
for small retailers and entrepreneurs who don’t 
need to invest in a physical store network to be 
successful. The expansive shift to digital channels 
created more competitors, opening the doors for 
smaller players and allowing consumers to expand 
their digital shopping footprint internationally. 
And they’re now navigating consumer 
engagement in an evolving digital world. The 
digital shift created hurdles in how retailers 
could connect with consumers sans the in-person 
experience. They’ve had to learn how to create a 
brand identity and a unique value proposition in a 
low-touch realm. 

In retaining customers, retailers face hurdles 
in creating a personalized experience for the 
customer, whether in-person or digital. If a 
customer feels like the experience is strictly 
transactional, which has a better chance of 
happening in digital channels, they won’t 
necessarily want to return. There are also 
changing components of loyalty as consumers 
aren’t as driven by the convenience of the 
retailer’s physical location but more driven by 
the seamlessness of the digital experience and 
access to products that was previously limited 
by geography. But digital does allow retailers to 
make quick changes, which is key in the evolving 
state of retail. 

The shift to digital has also shrunk 
the barrier to entry for small 
retailers and entrepreneurs who 
don’t need to invest in a physical 
store network to be successful.
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•  Building brand value and differentiation in low-
touch digital channels 

Many retailers had to hone their e-commerce 
capabilities and develop their digital brand 
throughout 2020, some with great success. This 
was a considerable departure from traditionally 
relying on a combination of in-store experiences 
and in-person customer service to pivoting 
to primarily online engagement. The online 
world opened retailers up to a broader range 
of customers worldwide, but only if the brand 
resonated. 

Now the challenge is innovating brand value in 
digital channels as some people return to in-
store shopping and retain a large portion of their 
digital shopping needs. Many retailers are also 
reimagining the in-store experience, taking a 
page from what they’ve learned in e-commerce 
to blur the line between in-store and online. This 
seamlessness will be especially important in 
engaging Gen-Z, the next generation of paying 
consumers, who have lived their lives with digital 
everything. But another concern is a growing 
attribution challenge as in-store and online 
become more seamless. Measuring the impact of 
digital interaction for in-store purchases and vice 
versa is nearly impossible to pin down. 

Many retailers are relying more heavily on 
experimentation and robust analytics to 
understand the full omnichannel impact and 
test various tactics while in market. Testing can 
range from new customer experience strategies 
to understanding which digital channels can be 
attributed to sales.

Challenges and Tactics

Many retailers are also reimagining 
the in-store experience, taking a 
page from what they’ve learned 
in e-commerce to blur the line 
between in-store and online. 
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Challenges and Tactics

A large UK specialty retailer used Mastercard’s 
Test & Learn® solution, which designs and 
analyzes in-market tests to isolate the 
incremental impact of an initiative, to find 
impactful ways to bring its in-store experience 
to its digital channel. The retailer had developed 
a reputation for being a go-to resource within 
its stores for answering just about any technical 
question about its products, which were 
expensive and bought infrequently. The staff 
was well trained and versed in what it sold, 
which attracted many consumers to its stores. 
Then Covid hit, and the store needed new ways 
to retain its reputation in digital channels. It 
was important for the retailer’s retention and 
acquisition efforts as competition heated up for 
its products. 

The retailer started by doubling down on e-mail 
marketing to shift its current customers to 
its online channel. It also shifted resources to 
social media and display advertising to continue 
engaging prospects. The retailer also gave its 
e-commerce shoppers the ability to video chat 
with a staff member who could answer product 
questions on the spot from one of their nearby 
stores using the consumer’s IP address. 

The retailer was able to remain distinctive in 
a digital world by building brand value and 
differentiation in low-touch digital channels. 

Customer Story
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•  Breaking through the noise to connect with the 
right consumers in the right way 

Omnichannel engagement was challenging for 
retailers long before the first whispers of Covid. 
Now there’s even more strain on marketing 
budgets and more pressure to deliver ROI on 
marketing campaigns. Retailers are grappling 
with finding the right channels to reach long-
time customers, new customers acquired during 
the pandemic, and acquiring new consumers as 
recovery takes shape. 

They’re asking many of the “what will happen if…” 
types of questions. What will happen if they pull 
back their Facebook budget? Will they drive more 
incremental sales with ads on YouTube or TikTok? 
There’s also a valid concern about third-party 
cookies going away and how retailers effectively 
manage or increase social media outreach. How 
do they adjust so they don’t lose valuable insights 
about their customers? How do they maintain 
personalization? 

Retailers shifted from casting a wide net to being 
more focused on smaller and more targeted 
consumer segments. They’re also focusing on 
hyper-personalized messaging and offers based on 
consumer insights and growing efforts to collect 
consented first-party data from their customers. 
Aggregated customer spend insights, appended 
at the customer level to protect privacy, can reveal 
spending patterns and habits to inform the best 
offers and messaging. This kind of customer-level 
data can also help retailers direct investments into 
relevant channels and geographies. Retailers are 
also using data to understand how to approach 
their brick-and-mortar presence as restrictions 
are relaxed in certain areas. This will guide how 
much to continue investing in digital channels and 
reallocate to brick and mortar.

Challenges and Tactics

Experimentation and testing can play this 
essential role in understanding in near real-
time how campaigns are reaching their ideal 
consumers and if they’ve invested in the proper 
channels. Data analytics can also segment 
current customers based on specific traits and 
their propensity to take action against certain 
messaging and offers, further helping to reach 
the most relevant consumers. 

Retailers are grappling with finding 
the right channels to reach long-
time customers, new customers 
acquired during the pandemic, 
and acquiring new consumers as 
recovery takes shape.
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Challenges and Tactics

A popular department store in Southeast 
Asia usually had a buzz of customer activity 
on any given day. But when Covid hit, it 
experienced what many brick-and-mortar 
retailers experienced: silence. Sales declined 
with lockdowns and were slow to rebound after 
restrictions were lifted. A large portion of its 
customer base was international visitors who 
couldn’t travel to the country. 

The department store wanted to capture more 
sales from customer segments who shopped 
overseas before the pandemic. Mastercard 
identified high-value customer segments 
based on group category spend and propensity 
models driven by Mastercard’s anonymized and 
aggregated spend insights. Test & Learn® then 
helped the team analyze specific initiatives 
aimed at reaching a portion of the high-value 
customers, and identified naturally occurring 
events, such as holiday shopping spikes. The 
impact of those initiatives was determined, 
and a predictive model guided the best rollout 
approach. 

Test & Learn® identified pockets of success with 
key customer segments, including a 5% increase 
in spend by luxury department store shoppers 
who had made at least five transactions in the 
past 90 days. There was also a 58% increase in 
spend by luxury shoppers who previously made 
more than 50% of their transactions online. 
And a 97% increase in spend by inactive luxury 
standalone store shoppers. 

Customer Story
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Challenges and Tactics

In another example, a large fuel & convenience 
retailer in the US wanted to better understand 
the impact of its rewards program on sales. 
Mastercard’s SessionM loyalty & engagement 
platform and strategy team helped the 
company design, launch and manage its tiered 
rewards programs. After revamping one of 
their primary opt-in rewards programs, the 
company wanted to understand if the changes 
were driving incremental sales at both their 
gas pumps and in their stores. The retailer did 
its own analysis of these opt-in customers but 
knew it wasn’t going deep enough to gather 
accurate results given that consumers who opt 
in to a rewards program tend to spend more 
anyway. 

In order to get a more in-depth analysis, 
the company tapped into Mastercard’s Test 
& Learn® platform, which used advanced 
automated bias detection to create a synthetic 
control group of eligible customers who had not 
opted in to compare to the opt-in group. The 
rigorous Test & Learn® methodology reduced 
bias in the results from 20% to 5%, resulting in 
a much more accurate picture of the rewards 
program’s impact. The company is now using 
Test & Learn®’s robust analytic capabilities to 
optimize its offers and how its communicating 
with its customers. 

Both of these retailers were able to break 
through the noise and connect with the right 
consumers by tapping into robust analytics.

Customer Story
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Challenges and Tactics

•  Retaining valuable in-store customers who have 
gone digital 

As retailers shifted their business online, they 
risked losing many customers who weren’t aware 
of their e-commerce presence or strayed to other 
brands. Strategic outreach was vital to retain 
those existing customers who may be lured to 
other brands online, as well as reach new digital 
customers. 

Retailers are tapping into analytics to measure 
how much of their digital marketing efforts are 
indeed driving incremental spend versus spend 
that would have happened regardless of the 
campaign. And then understanding the “who,” 
“what,” “where” and “why” of that sought-after 
“buy” click is critical. 

Understanding the “who,” “what,” 
“where,” and “why” of that sought-
after “buy” click is critical. 
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Challenges and Tactics

A large department store in Australia 
experienced what many retailers around 
the world have felt during the pandemic. 
They were doing relatively well but not 
great. And they struggled to understand 
their omni-channel customers and potential 
synergies in supporting their in-store and 
digital customers. They also wanted to better 
understand where to invest their digital 
marketing dollars and how the online market 
is growing. 

The department store wanted to know if 
customers who shopped their online store 
for the first time spent more online than in 
its stores and how those metrics compared 
to market trends. A Test & Learn® analysis 
showed that customers who recently started 
shopping with the brand online did spend 
more, and the company was able to see this 
broken out by customer subsegments. The 
department store is now analyzing this insight 
every quarter to get a sense of how quickly 
consumer trends are evolving. 

The company also wanted to analyze how its 
customers would react if it closed any of its 
physical locations. For example, how many 
of their customers would start shopping at 
other physical stores, how many would start 
shopping online and how many would just 
stop shopping with the retailer. 

Customer Story

Since the company hadn’t closed any of its 
locations recently, the team used Mastercard 
insights to build a model based on other store 
closures and applied it to the department 
store’s cardholders. The company was able to 
understand the mix of possible customer churn 
and movement to online channels or other 
physical locations. The analysis also helped the 
department store identify the right stores to 
close, which is essential given the high cost of 
maintaining a large retail network. 

The retailer was able to understand and 
connect with its in-store customers by using 
analytics to learn more about their digital 
behavior.
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Challenges and Tactics

• Retaining new customers brought by Covid

Some retailers were able to acquire new 
customers at different stages of the pandemic 
because they did a great job of responding to 
people’s newfound hobbies and interests, solved 
significant inventory challenges or nailed the right 
digital engagement. And some brands lucked out 
with consumers who simply wanted to change 
their brand preferences. Whatever the scenario, 
retailers now find themselves figuring out how 
they retain these customers as they return to 
some of their pre-pandemic routines. 

The retailers that nailed digital during Covid 
need to continue innovating to make sure they 
stay ahead of the competition. Retailers are 
also looking at gaining a better understanding 
of their new Covid customers so they can adjust 
their engagement strategy as those consumers 
continue to evolve. 

One of the biggest categories to grow in sales 
from the pandemic was home improvement 
products so many of these retailers are now 
hoping to retain these new customers and use 
loyalty programs to gain a better understanding 
of their preferences. 

The retailers that nailed digital 
during Covid need to continue 
innovating to make sure they stay 
ahead of the competition. 
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Challenges and Tactics

A garden and home improvement retailer 
in the United States wanted to increase its 
basket size and cross-sell into other product 
categories, strengthen its relationship with 
its loyalty program customers and engage 
them with relevant offers, campaigns and 
messaging. In addition, they wanted to make 
that experience seamless across the web and 
its mobile app and take market share from a 
major competitor. 

The company tapped into SessionM’s 
loyalty & engagement platform to create 
a tender-neutral rewards program that 
provides additional benefits for co-branded 
cardholders. This also benefits the retailer, 
which will get more customer data to 
understand further what makes them tick. 
The rewards program is now also integrated 
across its website, app and in-store POS 
system. And it enabled the retailer to reach 
specific loyalty members with relevant offers, 
campaigns and messaging. 

The strategy resulted in over 4.5 million offers 
issued since the program began and $564 
million in revenue generated from member 
purchases in the last 12 months. In addition, 
77% of its rewards members made purchases 
in the 12 months following the campaign, 
and more than half of members have made 
purchases at least five times. 

Customer Story

Retailers that want to better understand 
certain customer segments, such as new 
customers brought by Covid, can use tailored 
and seamless rewards programs to retain them 
long past Covid. 
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As some parts of the world still grapple with 
the effects of the pandemic, retailers need to 
start preparing now for the next wave of digital 
acquisition and retention in a post-Covid world. 
Consumer preferences may be changing, but we 
expect them to continue tapping heavily into 
digital channels for their daily needs while also 
returning to in-store options. The trick for retailers 
will be to engage consumers in a way that breaks 
through the noise and engages them for the long 
term, even as the world continues to evolve. 

To learn more about how Mastercard is helping 
retailers make smarter decisions for better 
outcomes in their digital acquisition and retention 
strategies, reach out to your Mastercard 
representative or one of the experts below: 

Emilie Kroner
Senior Vice President, Merchants, 
Retail & Commerce
Mastercard Data & Services
emilie.kroner@mastercard.com

Dean de la Peña
Vice President, Segment Management
Mastercard Data & Services
dean.delapena@mastercard.com

More Resources

The Retailer’s Guide to Success through 
Covid Recovery

Infographic: An A+ Projection for Back-to-
School Spend

New Approaches to Customer Engagement 
& Loyalty

Mastercardservices.com

A Closing Word

http://emilie.kroner@mastercard.com
mailto:mailto:dean.delapena%40mastercard.com?subject=
https://www.mastercardservices.com/en/expert-insights/retailer-s-guide-success-through-covid-recovery
https://www.mastercardservices.com/en/expert-insights/retailer-s-guide-success-through-covid-recovery
https://www.mastercardservices.com/en/expert-insights/infographic-projection-back-school-spend
https://www.mastercardservices.com/en/expert-insights/infographic-projection-back-school-spend
https://www.mastercardservices.com/en/expert-insights/new-approaches-customer-engagement-loyalty
https://www.mastercardservices.com/en/expert-insights/new-approaches-customer-engagement-loyalty
https://www.mastercardservices.com/en
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