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Fundamental shifts in holiday shopping 
habits of Canadians accelerate 
2020 holiday retail outlook



Key insights for 2020 

A lot has changed since last year’s holiday forecast, which seems like it truly belongs to 

another era. In 2019, we noted Amazon’s rising importance to Canadian holiday shoppers 

and the waning allure of Boxing Day/Week. We discovered that social media influencers 

weren’t especially influential, and that cannabis wasn’t likely to be a common gift. Most 

consumers expected to visit nearly as many physical shops as virtual ones—and to spend  

as much as or more than they did the previous holiday season. 

In this extraordinary 2020, our survey finds that: 

Holiday spending is expected to fall 18 percent. 
One in three Canadians expect to reduce their 
spending on the holidays this year. Overall, 
consumers in Canada expect to spend an average  
of $1,405 during the holidays, down 18 percent from 
last year’s $1,706. Travel, dining out, and alcohol for 
entertaining will see the majority of spending cuts.  

Consumer confidence is lower, but Canadians are 
feeling more charitable. More than half (56 percent) 
expect Canada’s economy to weaken in 2020, up 
sharply from 36 percent last year. Though 48 percent 
feel their household finances will remain about the 
same this year, 31 percent expect to be worse off, up 
from 22 percent last year. But this gloomy outlook is 
inspiring consumers to help their fellow Canadians— 
by increasing their charitable donations by an 
average of 86 percent. 

COVID-19 has accelerated the shift to online 
shopping. Forty-seven percent of Canadian 
consumers say they’ve been shopping online more 
often since the novel coronavirus crisis began in this 
country, and 25 percent have been making use of 
delivery services.  

Canadians start their shopping journey at 
Amazon. Two out of three Canadian shoppers  
(66 percent) say they’ll use Amazon to find and 
purchase gifts and other items this holiday season, 
up from 60 percent last year. Just 53 percent of 
consumers say they’ll likely head to stores to find 
gifts, down sharply from 69 percent last year. 

Canadians are buying from third-party and 
marketplace sellers, and report high satisfaction. 
More and more third-party or marketplace sellers 
are offering their goods through major branded 
online retailers, and Canadians are buying. Overall, 
78 percent of consumers—and 86 percent of those 
aged 18 to 34—made an online purchase from a 
marketplace seller. Most were satisfied with the 
experience, and 80 percent would buy from a 
marketplace seller again. 

Our 2020 holiday retail spending outlook explores the shopping behaviours, attitudes, and preferences retailers need 
to know about during the upcoming holiday season. The findings are based on a September survey of more than 1,000 
Canadian consumers across age groups, financial situations, and geographic regions1. All dollar figures quoted are in 
Canadian currency. 

1. The 2020 holiday retail outlook cites two previous Deloitte publications: The future of the mall (published July 2020, 
with consumers surveyed May 2020) and the 2019 holiday retail outlook (published October 2019, with consumers 
surveyed September 2019).
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trends 
that were 
already well 
underway have 
accelerated.
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The outlook for 
consumer spending  
drivers remains mixed.

COVID-19 accelerates fundamental changes  
to Canadians’ holiday shopping 

Holiday shopping—and retail more broadly—may 
never be the same. The COVID-19 outbreak and the 
steps taken by governments and health authorities to 
contain and manage the virus’ spread have changed 
how many Canadians live, work, and shop. Consumer 
trends that were already well underway, from the 
move to online shopping to the embrace of grocery 
delivery and more, have accelerated, compressing 
years’ worth of change into a matter of months. 

The ongoing pandemic affected two-thirds of 
Canadians this year, including job losses or income 
reductions. While many consumers feel relatively 
secure about their household finances, they’re 
less optimistic about the outlook for the economy, 
and it’s made them cautious. While Canada saw 

a strong rebound in retail activity in the summer, 
the prospects are for more modest gains ahead, 
including through the holiday period. 

Overall, the recovery in retail spending since the 
 deep contraction in March and April has been 
remarkable, and stronger than forecasters 
anticipated. It has been helped by the massive 
government income support programs that, in 
aggregate, more than offset the income shock 
from higher unemployment. Indeed, real personal 
disposable income, which removes price changes,  
and taxes actually rose during the economic 
contraction, a fact that helps explain a dramatic 
temporary rise in the personal saving rate. 

The outlook for consumer-spending drivers will 
remain mixed. Consumers will likely draw on their 
pool of savings for purchases. The job market 
recovery will continue, but slow sharply in the fall 
and winter; while unemployment will decline, the 
level of the unemployment rate will remain elevated. 
Government income support for unemployed 
workers will be maintained, but workers will be 
transitioned onto Employment Insurance or the 
Canadian Recovery Benefit. Canadian real estate 
markets are strong, which supports retail purchases 
of housing-related items, but they are likely to cool. 

While total retail spending rebounded to pre-
COVID-19 levels in June, the recovery has been 
uneven across retail subsectors. This is likely to 
persist as the coronavirus continues to circulate. 
Products used or consumed at home will outperform 
those used in activities outside the home. Although 
the economy has reopened, many Canadians are 
still working remotely, which means less demand for 
business clothing, cosmetics, and other work-related 
products. Online shopping as a share of total retail 
spending spiked during the lockdown and remained 
elevated during the reopening; this is unlikely to 
change in the foreseeable future.  
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A key risk facing retailers is an increase in COVID-19 
infection rates in the fall and winter. With children 
going back to school, cooler weather returning, and 
some signs of crisis fatigue, it isn’t surprising that 
infection rates began to rise in September. Should 
these rates reach levels that result in renewed 
lockdowns, it could disrupt retail activity in regions 
experiencing higher incidents of new cases and 
threaten consumer confidence—and the willingness 
to spend more broadly. 

Canadians are responding to this uncertainty by 
reducing their spending and cutting back on typical 
holiday activities. One in three expect to rein in their 
holiday budget this year, mostly in travel and dining 
out. Overall, Canadians expect to spend an average 
of $1,405 over the 2020 holidays, compared to $1,706 
last year. 

Perhaps to avoid crowds, long lines, and potential 
exposure to COVID-19, two-thirds of Canadians plan 
to start their holiday shopping before Black Friday 
this year. In fact, it seems, they don’t see holiday 
shopping as a fun experience to cherish any more— 
it’s just a task to be done as quickly, efficiently, and 
safely as possible. 

For many, it’s also a task to undertake from home. 
The popularity of online shopping is growing fast, and 
Amazon is the main beneficiary. The online retailing 
giant has become Canadians’ leading choice for both 
researching and buying gifts. 

Physical stores haven’t completely lost their attraction 
for Canadians. However, less digitally oriented 
retailers may find themselves scrambling to figure 
out how to make the best of the shopping season. 
We should expect to see Black Friday expand into 
a longer shopping period so stores can more easily 
accommodate in-person shopping that maintains 
physical distancing and other safety protocols.

-18%
Canadians expect to 
spend $301 less this 
holiday season than 
last year.

Bricks-and-mortar retailers that can address 
consumers’ concerns for their health and safety— 
and deliver a customer experience that goes  
above and beyond expectations—will still bring 
customers in. And catering to last-minute holiday 
shoppers is still an area where traditional retailers 
are near-unbeatable. 

Finally, holiday entertaining is also changing.  
Just one in four Canadians plan to do any in-home 
entertaining this season. The majority are avoiding it 
entirely. Those gatherings that do take place are likely 
to be smaller, often only involving fellow “bubble” 
members—and ample COVID-19-related precautions. 
However, the meals themselves are unlikely to 
suffer, as Canadians plan to spend virtually the same 
amount on holiday entertaining as they did last year. 

The pandemic has thrust widespread changes upon 
the way we live and work at a pace few could have 
anticipated. It’s done for the same for how we shop— 
and it’s unlikely consumer will ever return to their old 
shopping habits. Holiday 2020 is just another sign of 
how retail has fundamentally changed. 

COVID-19 has battered consumers’ 
economic confidence 

The global health crisis—and its economic toll  
on businesses and workers—has had a profound 
impact on consumers’ confidence in Canada’s 
economic outlook and their own household finances. 

Two-thirds (68 percent) of Canadians say the 
COVID-19 pandemic has affected them in some 
form. Twenty-nine percent report their household 
income fell, and 26 percent said their household 
expenses rose. Canadians aged 18-34 were more 

It’s unlikely 
consumers will 
ever embrace 
their old habits 
again.
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56%
of consumers  
expect the Canadian 
economy to weaken 
in 2021.

likely (19 percent) to have experienced job loss, 
compared to those aged 35-54 (10 percent) and 
55 or older (5 percent). In addition, 34 percent of 
Canadians report experiencing investment losses as 
the result of the pandemic, though older Canadians 
were more likely to have had such losses (38 
percent) than those aged 18-34 (27 percent). 

Whether personally affected by COVID-19 or not, 
Canadians are much less optimistic about the 
economy. More than half (56 percent) expect it to 
weaken in 2021 up sharply from the 36 percent in 
last year’s holiday retail survey who felt the 
economy would weaken in 2020. Another 21 percent 
expect the economy to remain relatively steady, 
compared to 42 percent last year. 

While Canadians may be feeling gloomier about 
the country’s economic outlook, many feel they 
will be able to hold steady in terms of household 
finances. Forty-eight percent of consumers feel 
their household finances have remained about the 
same in 2020, largely unchanged from last year 
(47 percent). However, 31 percent expect they’ll be 
worse off in 2021, up from 22 percent who felt this 
way in last year. One in five Canadians (21 percent) 
still expect their household finances to improve this 
year (down from 31 percent). 

Of note, women are less likely than men to feel 
optimistic about either the Canadian economy or 
their household finances. This reflects the additional 
challenges facing women as they balance family 
and career demands. With various government 
measures (e.g., the Canada Recovery Caregiver 
Benefit) to offer pandemic-related financial support 
about to change this fall, however, it is possible their 
outlook could shift. 

Consumers to spend less 
this holiday season 

While it may not come as a surprise, retailers won’t be 
especially happy to hear that Canadians plan to spend 
less this holiday season. 

One in three (35 percent) say they’ll be spending less 
this holiday season, up from 19 percent last year. Fifty-
five percent expect to spend about the same, down 
from 67 percent in 2019. A mere 5 percent say their 
holiday spending will rise this year, compared to 12 
percent in last year’s report. 

Overall, Canadian households expect to spend $1,405 
on average this holiday season, compared to $1,706 
last year—a sizeable drop of 18 percent. Western 
Canadian consumers are likely to be even more frugal, 
spending 25 percent less than last year. Ontario 
consumers anticipate cutting back close to the national 
average (14 percent), while those in Quebec expect 
to spend a little more than their peers nationally, 
reducing their holiday spending by just 10 percent. 
Canadians aged 18 to 34 are more likely to be reducing 
holiday spending than their older peers. The year-over-
year decline in Canadians’ holiday spending is double 
that expected among US consumers, who plan to 
spend an average of $1,855 this holiday season, a drop 
of 7 percent from the $2,001 spent in 2019.  

The Canadian respondents to our survey cite several 
reasons for spending less this year. Some are choosing 
to save rather than spend (44 percent), while others 
say economic concerns are informing their choice (42 
percent). Others are cutting back in response to the 
impact of higher food prices (41 percent) and another 
31 percent are reducing spending because of a job 
loss. By comparison, half of US consumers say they’re 
planning to reduce holiday spending because of 
economic uncertainty. 

51%
will buy gifts for  
1 to 5 people.
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As one might expect given the restrictions and 
concerns related to COVID-19, travel and dining 
out will bear the brunt of consumers’ spending 
reductions. But spending on gifts is likely to fall as 
well. Just over half (51 percent) of Canadians plan 
to buy gifts for one to five people, up slightly from 
49 percent last year, while 31 percent say they’ll be 
buying for six to 10 people. More than one-third of 
consumers (39 percent) expect to buy between one 
and five gifts in total; 26 percent will buy between six 
and 10 presents; and 13 percent say they’ll be buying 
from 11 to 15 presents for friends and families. 

Notably, consumers expect to spend more on 
groceries and cannabis this holiday season. They also 
appear more inclined to help the less fortunate this 
season; charitable giving is also expected to rise. 

Across the board, Canadian consumers expect to 
do a large part of their shopping online this holiday 
season. They expect to spend 44 percent of their 
budget online, up from 36 percent last year. While 
this can be seen as the continuation of a trend 
toward online shopping that we’ve seen for several 
years—despite some consumers’ misgivings about 
retailers’ ability to keep them safe (see page 20)—it 
is undoubtedly also in part a response to concerns 
over COVID-19. 

No matter where they shop, Canadians intend to be 
prudent about what they buy. More than half (56 
percent) plan to look for items on sale and 50 percent 
will buy items that qualify for free shipping. Forty-
four percent intend to search for deals online  and 39 
percent say they’re only buying what their families 
need, up from 35 percent last year. 

44%
of holiday budgets  
will be spent online.

Planned spend categories 2020 vs. 2019 

Overall spend is planned to be down 18% compared 
to last year with the majority of the decrease coming 
from decline in spend in travel, dinning out and 
alcohol for holiday entertaining. Consumers are 
feeling charitable this season with a greater planned 
spend on charitable donations. Grocery spend and 
cannabis for entertaining are showing increases this 
year compared to last year. 

$447
on gifts, and 
gift cards 
$485 in 2019 

$298
on holiday 
groceries 
$273 in 2019 

$158
on charitable 
giving 
$87 in 2019 

$123
on alcohol 
and cannabis 
$126 in 2019 

$104
on holiday 
travel 
$348 in 2019
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Canadians 
are less likely 
to visit multiple 
stores during 
a shopping 
trip.

7
different  
online  
retailers 
+4% from 2019

4.6
different 
bricks-and-
mortar stores
-29% from 2019

COVID-19 is changing how Canadians shop 

56%
of Canadians feel  
safe visiting stores.

One-stop shopping, less browsing, fewer mall 
visits, and more ordering online—while Canadian 
consumers are feeling better about their health and 
safety months after the crisis started, they’re still 
changing their shopping habits. 

In April, Deloitte’s State of the Consumer tracker 
found that 69 percent of Canadians were concerned 
about the health of their family, and just 28 percent 
felt safe going to the store. By August, 61 percent  
of Canadians were still worried about the health  
of their family—but more than half (56 percent)  
felt safe visiting stores2.  This may reflect the fact 
that consumers have adjusted their shopping habits 
to mitigate their risk of coronavirus exposure  
and feel confident with safety measure stores  
have adopted. 

2. Deloitte State of the Consumer Tracker, Canadian 
data for April 19, 2020 and August 22, 2020 cited. 
Retrieved September 29, 2020 

Forty-seven percent of the consumers who responded 
to our survey say they’ve been shopping online more 
often since Canada’s COVID-19 outbreak began in 
earnest in March 2020; in contrast, 50 percent say 
they’ve avoided visiting enclosed malls. One in four 
have used delivery services more frequently, and the 
same proportion have been shopping more locally.  
Fifty-two percent say they’ve been cooking and baking 
at home more often; not surprisingly, 39 percent say 
they’ve stocked up their pantries over the same period. 

Canadians should expect to see many retail brands, 
both those that are familiar and those less so, 
significantly ramp up their digital marketing efforts this 
holiday season in an attempt to capture consumers’ 
attention and wallet share. This likely jump in digital 
marketing activity, coupled with the rising reliance 
on online shopping, opens up new opportunities for 
consumers to share their personal data with retailers; 
it may also lead to an increasing risk of cyber breaches 

and data disclosure or theft. Little wonder that 
Canadians are rather reluctant to trust retailers  
and others with their personal data (see page 18). 

Today, Canadians are less likely to visit multiple stores 
during a shopping trip. Deloitte research conducted 
for The Future of the Mall report found that before 
the arrival of COVID-19, 44 percent of consumers 
liked to go to multiple stores in the same vicinity 
when they went shopping; today, only 32 percent of 
consumers say they still shop that way. And they’re 
trying to spend less time shopping, too: 55 percent 
say they prefer to limit the time they spend browsing, 
up sharply from 37 percent pre-pandemic. Just 35 
percent of Canadians say they’d still rather shop 
around, down from 40 percent before COVID-19. 

Undoubtedly, retailers will see the impact of changed 
shopping habits this holiday season. Last year, in-store 
shopping continued to be Canadians’ top means to 
search for and buy holiday items. Not anymore: 66 
percent say they’ll use Amazon to find and purchase 
items, up from 60 percent last year, and 57 percent 
will use Google, up from 54 percent. Just 53 percent of 
consumers say they’re likely to head to stores to find 
and buy holiday gifts and other items, down from 69 
percent last year. And when they do go out to shop, 
Canadians will visit an average of 4.6 stores, down 29 
percent from 2019. In comparison, they expect to visit 
an average of seven online retailers, up 4 percent. 
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36%
of shoppers would 
shop somewhere 
new based on a 
retailer’s COVID-19 
precautions.

Retailers  
must go above 
and beyond 
to protect 
customers and 
workers from 
COVID-19.

Safe, compelling experiences can  
help bricks-and-mortar retailers bring 
consumers in

While shopping attitudes and behaviours have 
definitely shifted with COVID-19, bricks-and-mortar 
retailers can take heart: 43 percent of Canadian 
consumers say they prefer to do their holiday 
shopping in a physical store rather than online 
(it was 53 percent last year). In comparison, 40 
percent say they’d prefer to shop online, a slight 
increase from 38 percent last year, though younger 
Canadians are more likely to prefer online shopping. 

Consumers still value the in-store shopping 
experience for several reasons: avoiding shipping 
costs (52 percent), interacting with products (50 
percent), easier returns (40 percent), getting their 
purchase quickly if not instantly (38 percent), and 
gathering inspiration and ideas (38 percent). 

However, these “pulls” are counterbalanced. Though 
a majority (58 percent) of Canadians feel retailers 
have implemented the right precautions during the 
pandemic, 64 percent cite the risk of exposure to 
COVID-19 a reason to avoid crossing the welcome 
mat. They also mention crowds (66 percent), and 
long lines both to enter stores (51 percent) and 
at checkout (61 percent). Another 35 percent of 
consumers say they don’t shop at physical retailers 
because the merchandise they want isn’t stocked. 

So, what can bricks-and-mortar retailers do to  
bring in this year’s cautious consumers, especially  
as concerns rise over a possible second wave  
of COVID-19? 

To start, they must go above and beyond to 
protect customers and workers alike: 62 percent of 
Canadians say COVID-19 precautions are extremely 
or very important when it comes to shopping at 
their preferred retailer. Safety is more important 
to women (69 percent) than men (56 percent) and, 
unsurprisingly, to older shoppers, those aged 55 and 
up (71 percent), than those aged 18 to 34 (55 percent). 

Physical distancing, regular cleaning, mask-wearing, 
and more—these are table stakes for today’s 
anxious holiday season shoppers. Retailers with 
physical shops that can find ways to minimize lines 
and crowds to enable customers to come in, find 
what they need, make their purchases, and get 
out quickly and easily will be better positioned 
to win this season. Consumers also say they’d be 
interested in taking advantage of price discounts (77 
percent), free shipping (67 percent), loyalty points 
(54 percent), and free gifts (45 percent) this season, 
offering vital clues to retailers that are keen to bring 
shoppers into their stores.
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Consumers say 
they could be 
persuaded to 
try a new retailer 
if they offered 
better prices, 
free shipping, 
better product 
selection, and 
recommendations.
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And while Canadians may be inclined to stick with 
their tried-and-true retailers this season, whether 
online or bricks-and-mortar, they’re still willing to 
try something new. Consumers who responded to 
our survey say they could be persuaded to try a 
new retailer through better prices (65 percent), free 
shipping (54 percent), better selection of products 
(39 percent), and recommendations from family or 
friends (36 percent). It’s also worth noting that 36 
percent of consumers say they’d shop somewhere 
new based on a retailer’s COVID-19 precautions. 
Taking steps to stay safe—and making sure 
customers know it—could be a winning strategy  
this holiday season.  

New flexible payment options have yet to 
take off for Canadian consumers 

The introduction of more flexible payment options, 
such as Paybright and Sezzle, which allow shoppers 
to quickly and easily break purchase payments into 
a series of bite-sized interest-free instalments, have 
yet to make much of an impression on Canadian 
consumers. This year, they will be paying for their 
holiday purchases in the usual ways. 

Consumers expect to use credit to pay for about 
two-thirds (63 percent) of their holiday spending. 
They’ll use debit cards to pay for about 20 percent  
of their purchases, and cash for another 10 percent. 
The ubiquity of smartphones hasn’t made mobile 
payments any more common; Canadians expect  
to pay for just 2 percent of their spending using 
mobile devices. 

While 8 percent of consumers say they’d be 
interested in taking advantage of flexible or 
instalment payments this holiday season— 

and 4 percent say such options could persuade them 
to try a new store or online retailer—only 4 percent 
say they’re likely to do so. Even fewer (2 percent) say 
they intend to make use of layaway offers. Only time 
will tell if Canadian shoppers eventually warm to 
these payment options. 

How Canadians are paying for 
their holiday purchases 

Credit 
63 %

D
ebit 

 20%
 

Cash 10% 

Gift cards 2% 

Mobile or digital wallet 2% 

Loyalty points 1% 

Note: Figures have been rounded
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Canadians are uncomfortable 
sharing their personal data 
with retailers

Retailers across Canada and around the globe have been capitalizing 
on advances in data analytics to understand shopping behaviours and 
preferences in order to deliver a seamless, personalized, engaging 
customer experience across myriad channels. To facilitate this, retailers 
have made a concerted effort to collect their customers’ personal data, 
as any of us who have been asked to provide our postal code or email 
address at the checkout can attest. But are we okay with that? 

Not entirely, it seems. Many consumers say they’re unwilling to 
share personal information with grocers (53 percent) or non-grocery 
retailers (58 percent). They’re even less willing to entrust their personal 
information to digital platforms (64 percent) and social media providers 
(72 percent)—which can be seen as somewhat ironic, given how much 
personal information many people freely share about themselves on 
those services.  

Canadians’ mistrust of the ability of retailers to keep their personal data 
safe and secure is likely a reflection of high-profile reports of retailer 
data breaches, as well as their own personal experiences. More than one 
in three Canadians (37 percent) report they have been impacted by a 
data breach involving the theft of their credit card information, health or 
personal data, or identity. 

Despite these misgivings, however, 78 percent of Canadians say they 
usually provide retailers with their name, phone number, or postal code 
when asked. Indeed, Canadians seem quite comfortable sharing such 
“high level” information with retailers as their gender (69 percent), postal 
code (62 percent), name (59 percent), email address (58 percent), and 
whether they are a smoker or not (57 percent). 

Canadians are far less comfortable sharing much more sensitive 
personal information, such as DNA information (89 percent),  
financial history or credit score (83 percent), income (81 percent), 
social media profiles, including likes and comments (80 percent), or 
other social media details (79 percent). In addition, 76 percent of 
Canadians say they’re not comfortable with the idea of in-store facial  
recognition technology. 

However, they are willing to share more personal information with 
retailers under certain circumstances. Security is paramount: 57 percent 
of Canadian consumers say they’d share personal information if there 
was a complete guarantee of safe, secure data capture. Fifty-two 
percent will provide such information only with their explicit consent, 
and 51 percent want assurances their data will not be shared with a 
third party. Forty-five percent would like to be able to choose the level 
of personalized data they share. Forty-eight percent would like clear, 
transparent explanations about how their data will be used, and 40 
percent want short, easily understood privacy agreements. One in three 
(34 percent) would like to see clear, valuable benefits in exchange for 
sharing personal data. Retailers who meet consumers’ exigencies for 
data privacy and security stand a much better chance of obtaining the 
data needed to uncover game-changing insights. 

So, with whom are Canadians more willing to share their personal 
information? Medical service providers (67 percent); federal, provincial, 
and municipal governments (66 percent); and financial services 
institutions (49 percent).
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66%
will browse 
on Amazon
+6% from 2019

57%
will browse 
on Google
+2% from 2019

53%
will browse 
in-store
-16% from 2019

1 in 3
Canadians is an 
Amazon Prime 
member.

Amazon rules. And Amazon Prime 
really rules 

Canadian consumers love Amazon. For many, it’s 
where the shopping journey begins—and ends. And 
many expect to use the behemoth online retailer for 
an even greater proportion of their holiday spending 
this season. 

Amazon has dethroned the store as the kickoff 
point for Canadians’ shopping journey. Two out of 
three Canadian shoppers (66 percent, up from 60 
percent in 2019) say they’ll use Amazon to investigate 
products and services before they buy. That’s well 
ahead of both Google (57 percent, up slightly from  
54 percent last year) and browsing in physical stores 
(53 percent, down sharply from 69 percent). Canadian 
consumers’ preferences are well aligned with those  
of their counterparts in the United States, where  
63 percent of consumers start with Amazon and just 
47 percent browse bricks-and-mortar stores. 

Once they’ve found the products they’re looking  
for, more Canadian consumers than not say they’ll 
buy them on Amazon: 61 percent will shop at 
Amazon this year, compared to 49 percent who will 
shop at mass retailers and 39 percent at warehouse 
membership clubs. Not only that, 25 percent expect 
to spend the largest proportion of their holiday 
spending at Amazon, compared to just 15 percent 
who anticipate doing most of their shopping 
with mass retailers or the 12 percent who expect 
the majority of their spending will be done with 
warehouse membership clubs. 

One in three Canadians (37 percent, up from 35 
percent in our May Future of Mall survey) is an 
Amazon Prime member, and membership leads to 
loyalty. More than half (53 percent) of Canadian Prime 
members say they mostly buy household goods on 
Amazon, up from 40 percent in May. The online giant 
is also the usual destination for Prime members’ 
purchases of home items (47 percent), toys and 
hobbies (47 percent), and apparel and accessories (45 
percent). Consumers have increased the amount of 
grocery items purchased on Amazon, from 23 percent 
in May to 27 percent in the September holiday survey. 

What’s more, Amazon Prime members seem to love 
it: more than two-thirds (68 percent) say they’re 
more satisfied with their Amazon experience today 
than they were before COVID-19 lockdowns and 
restrictions began seven months ago. In addition, 
a large proportion of Canadian Amazon Prime 
members expect to spend more with the retailer 
this holiday season. Thirty-five percent believe their 
Amazon spending will increase this year compared to 
last year; of these, 35 percent expect it will rise by less 
than 10 percent, while 14 percent anticipate they’ll 
spend between 10 and 25 percent more. 



Canadian retailers 
of all stripes should 
review their on-line 
strategies. Now 
they must compete 
with very large and 
growing marketplaces 
that risk their more 
traditional ways of 
selling both on- and 
off-line. 

51%
of Canadians will 
avoid entertaining 
over the holidays.
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Canadians report positive experiences with 
third-party marketplace sellers 

There has been a rise in recent years in the number 
of third-party marketplace sellers offering their 
goods through major branded online retailers such 
as Amazon, Best Buy, and Walmart. It’s a way for 
major retailers to offer a much broader assortment 
of goods and provide consumers with a near-endless 
virtual aisle in which to browse and buy. In some 
cases, the inventory is shipped by the retailer and  
in others the marketplace seller is shipping directly  
to the consumer. 

Canadian consumers appear to be well acquainted 
with third-party marketplace sellers: overall,  
78 percent of shoppers say they’ve made online 
purchases from one while on a branded online retail 
website, a figure that rises to 86 percent of shoppers 
aged 18 to 34. Consumers seem content with doing 
so, too: 77 percent say they were satisfied with 
their third-party or marketplace online shopping 
experience, and 73 percent felt the experience was 
the same as they’d expect from the branded retailer’s 
site. Furthermore, 80 percent say they’d purchase 
from a third-party or marketplace retailer again. This 
suggests that Canadian retailers of all stripes should 
carefully review their online strategies and how they 
must compete with large and growing marketplaces 
that risk their more traditional ways of selling both  
on- and off-line. 

COVID-19 puts a damper on Canadians’ 
holiday entertainment plans 

Wariness of COVID-19 is causing many Canadians 
to scale back their holiday entertaining this season. 
Sixty-two percent say the pandemic has affected 
their plans for in-home holiday dinners and other get-
togethers this year. Just 26 percent of Canadians plan 
to do any in-home entertaining over the holidays, 
a significant drop from 48 percent last year. The 
majority (51 percent) are opting to avoid entertaining 
in the home entirely. 

Yet even those who still plan to invite friends or 
family over during the holidays say they’ll be taking 
precautions. More than half (61 percent) only plan to 
invite other members of their “bubble” this year, and 
60 percent intend to invite fewer guests than usual. 
Twenty-four percent plan to have more gatherings, 
but with fewer people. Guests should expect their 
hosts to take COVID-19 related precautions: 41 
percent of Canadians say they’ll provide guests 
with hand sanitizer along with their drinks and hors 
d’oeuvres; 22 percent will ask guests how they’re 
feeling before they come inside; and 10 percent will 
ask guests to wear masks while inside their home. 

While the dinners and parties themselves may 
be smaller, less frequent, and feature health 
precautions, guests can expect to be well fed: 
Canadians plan to spend an average of $293 on home 
entertaining this year, up from $275 in 2019. This 
amount includes spending an average of $193 on 
food and $72 on alcohol, and $6 on cannabis, virtually 
unchanged from last year. 

Formal sit-down meals are also likely to be rarer 
this year. Fewer than one in three (31 percent) 
Canadians plan to hold any sort of formal sit-down 
meal for friends and relatives this year, down from 
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45 percent last year. Of those who are choosing to 
continue the traditional holiday meal, 78 percent say 
they’ll prepare the meal at home using store-bought 
ingredients, a slight dip from 81 percent last year. A 
few (4 percent) will prepare the holiday meal with the 
help of a meal-kit service, while others are opting to 
outsource dinner preparation to their grocery store (6 
percent), local caterer (5 percent), or a restaurant or 
hotel (5 percent). 

Most taking the DIY approach to the traditional 
sit-down holiday meal (81 percent) will buy what 
they need in-store, down from 91 percent in 2019. 
Thirteen percent will order online and pick up at the 
store later (up from 6 percent last year), while another 
12 percent will opt for curbside pickup. Ten percent 
of Canadians will choose to stay home and have their 
purchases delivered.  

Is Boxing Week still relevant? 

Does Boxing Week still matter to Canadian consumers? 
Yes, but maybe not as much as it once did. One in three 
(33 percent) consumers say they plan to capitalize on 
Boxing Day or Boxing Week sales this year, while 38 
percent won’t and 30 percent simply aren’t sure—an 
increase for those who will not be shopping from 32 
percent last year. Shoppers anticipate spending an 
average of $135 on online Boxing Day/ Week sales, and 
the same amount in stores. That’s up slightly in both 
cases: in 2019, consumers expected to spend $132 
online and $122 in stores.

To find potential Boxing Week purchases, Canadians 
are turning to online channels first: Amazon (58 
percent, an increase from 46 percent last year) and 
Google (50 percent, up from 43 percent). Fewer 
consumers will search for products by visiting stores 

in person (40 percent, down from 49 percent). One in 
three (32 percent) will act on recommendations from 
friends and family, down from 36 percent last year— 
and, as we saw last year, a small number of Canadian 
shoppers (1 percent) will ask Alexa, Siri, or another 
virtual assistant for Boxing Week advice. 

Canadians are most likely to search for Boxing Week 
deals on clothing, accessories, and health and beauty 
items (54 percent, unchanged from last year), and 
electronics and accessories such as computers and 
wearables (46 percent, down from 47 percent in 2019). 
Thirty-one percent will be on the hunt for items for 
the home (up from 26 percent) while 21 percent will 
be shopping for food, alcohol, or cannabis products, 
such as produce, bottled wine, or dried flowers (up 
from 18 percent). One in five (18 percent, compared 
to 19 percent last year) will be searching for toys or 
hobby-related items, and 7 percent will be looking 
for gift cards, event tickets, or subscriptions (versus 8 
percent in 2019). 

Retailers may wonder whether Black Friday will have 
an impact on Boxing Week sales. The majority of 
Canadian consumers (52 percent) say their Boxing 
Week spending isn’t affected by what they buy at the 
start of the holiday shopping season, while 31 percent 
admit that Black Friday sales have had an impact, at 
least to some extent. Sixty-two percent say they have 
changed some of their Boxing Week spending habits, 
and 17 percent say they have shifted their Boxing 
Week spending entirely to the earlier dates.
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2020 poised to be a holiday season  
to remember

Canadians—both consumers and retailers—are 
unlikely to ever forget this holiday season, one that 
is certainly unlike any we’ve experienced in our 
lifetimes. In fact, holiday shopping and retail will never 
be the same. COVID-19 has changed how Canadians 
live, work, and shop, and it has turbocharged the 
fundamental shifts in consumer behaviour that were 
already underway. Online shopping, from books to 
clothes to groceries and beyond, is well and truly 
ascendant. There will be no going back. 

There are silver linings: Canadians will still be gathering 
with at least some family and friends to celebrate the 
season. And while they may not be planning to spend 
quite as much as in the heady, pre-pandemic days of 
2019, Canadians are still shopping. They still want to 
be surprised and delighted by outstanding products, 
services, and customer experiences—online and in-
store. Retailers that can deliver on those expectations  
and keep customers safe, healthy, and protected in 
these trying times will be positioned to do well as 
Canada and the world recover from this extraordinary 
moment in our history.
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