
38   FOCUS   DECEMBER 2017

FOCUS FEATURE CHRISTMAS SPECIAL

riday 28th November 2014 is a
date seared in the memory of
many retail and supply chain

professionals. It is a story of how disaster
was snatched from the arms of triumph
for many e-commerce retailers. Few 
e-commerce retailers and their supply
chain managers were ready for the huge
switch from the high street to online on
Black Friday 2014. What caused it, what
happened next and how have we learned
from our mistakes?

Black Friday 2014 followed a tricky 2013
when the Black Friday event, largely an
in-store promotion at this point, saw
many high street stores overwhelmed
with demand for offers on, for example,
TVs and laptops. The police were called
to a number of stores, as shoppers
fought over the limited number of
genuine bargains. There were early
scuffles, with reports customers in Asda
were actually snatching products from
other shoppers. North of the border,
Tesco Extra at Silverburn, Glasgow, was
forced to shut for some hours, after
fighting broke out amongst shoppers
desperate for a bargain.

Subsequently, huge numbers of

consumers decided enough was enough,

abandoned the scrum and went online.

As shoppers fled the high street for the

safety of their home and office PCs,

many retailers experienced record online

orders. Black Friday shoppers spent a

then-record £810 million online: surely

happy days for all those retailers who 

had put effort into their online offering,
as well as their store bargains.

The problem was the deals proved too
attractive for the many consumers hitting
the web. The unexpected scale of use
crashed many retailers’ servers and left
some customers not knowing if their
transactions had been successful or not.
Worse was to follow. Those sites that did
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Black Friday 2014 crashed many UK websites 
and supply chains. David Jinks reveals how 

retailers have responded to the IT and logistics 
nightmare three years on.
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During Black Friday 2013, reports were made that customers in Asda were snatching products from other shoppers
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not crash took order volumes far in excess
of anything anticipated, creating backlogs
that overloaded courier networks and
crashed into the following Cyber Monday
online shopping bonanza.

Yodel was singled out by a number of
papers for criticism, with The Independent
warning of ‘Christmas delivery delays’,
saying: ‘The company, which is used by
retailers such as Amazon, Waterstones,
Argos and Boots, has admitted it is unable
to cope with a spike in demand caused by
the Black Friday and Cyber Monday
promotional periods.’

Yodel was probably a little unlucky in being
singled out, as many couriers contracted 
to retailers struggled with the mounting
backlog. All those £810 million-worth of
items moving at the same time caused
multiple warehousing, web and final mile
delivery issues. The huge volume of orders
caught many of the UK’s most respected
brands off guard. The likes of AO.com, River
Island, Currys PC World, Shop Direct and
Debenhams all admitted to disruption to
their delivery networks in fulfilling the
record amount of orders.

Even Amazon found itself overstretched.
Remember, Amazon, which now delivers 
7% of all UK packages through its own
Amazon Logistics arm, was still using the
Royal Mail and the existing courier
networks almost entirely back then. It was
undoubtedly one of the reasons that led it
to make such a huge investment in
deliveries in the following years.

Worst hit of all was the national institution
of Marks & Spencer. The international news
agency Reuters revealed M&S was unable to
cope with a surge of orders around its Black
Friday promotion, and had to cancel
entirely its next-day delivery service for
some time. Black Friday hit at the worst
possible time for M&S. Its new £200 million

state-of-the-art distribution centre at
Castle Donnington had just opened in time
for Christmas, but was experiencing some
early and significant teething troubles. This
was the first year M&S had gone big on
Black Friday, launching a four-day sale
online and in stores. In the previous year,
M&S had held off its online offers until the
second week in December, and the Black
Friday demand took it by surprise.

The press was not long in turning on the
beleaguered company, with The Daily Mail
reporting: ‘Marks & Spencer’s £200 million
warehouse in Leicestershire – which is
capable of shifting one million products a
day – has been unable to cope with
demand from a glut of orders from the
firm’s Black Friday sales promotion. In the
crucial run-up to Christmas, shoppers have
now been told next-day deliveries to stores
could take up to four days and standard
deliveries to the homes of customers will 
be within 10 days, rather than the three to
five promised.’

Lesson learned

It is not to be expected that Britain’s leading
retailers and delivery companies could be
caught off-guard a second time by the
online demand, however. Come 2015 and
British shoppers spent £1.1 billion online on
the day, yet there were no repeats of the
crashes and long delays of 2014. The UK’s
retailers – and its supply chain
professionals, in particular – were prepared,
with increased stocks and significantly
more drivers and distribution centre staff in
place, as the traditional Christmas temp
booking mobilisation moved forward into
November.

In 2016, UK online Black Friday grew even
more, to £1.23 billion. Yet things were, if
anything, even smoother. That is because
2016 saw the start of a new phase in the
battle to beat the Black Friday demons. 

The initiative was led by Amazon, but UK
retailers were quick to get in on the act.
M&S launched its offers several days before
Black Friday, smoothing the supply chain
and ensuring shoppers did not all visit the
site at the same time, by ensuring a sure
and steady trickle of offers. It is a tactic
many other retailers have also successfully
followed. The model, first initiated by
Amazon, looks set to be very widely copied
this year.

This year, Black Friday will mutate into a
whole week, with online sales from Monday
21st November to Monday 28th November
reaching around £6.5 billion. We will
probably get a small jump in Black Friday
profits, but the really significant growth will
be in the entire week’s totals.

It is not just a question of retailers and
logistic managers learning the lessons,
however. Shoppers are also being educated
in the realities of getting the best from the
shopping bonanza. They are now actively
seeking out deals not just on the day itself,
but also for the week proceeding Black
Friday. Consumers seem happy with this
arrangement, as it takes the pressure off the
manic Black Friday bargain hunting and
ensures smoother deliveries. A recent
Accenture survey showed 44% of
consumers are less motivated to shop on
Black Friday, because they can get as good
a deal on other days during the week.

Britain’s online retailers have now a sensible
‘brick and click’ approach to Black Friday,
integrating store and web offers, and
ensuring demand is staggered over seven
days. It promises to ensure Black Friday is
brightened up for everyone involved in
retail logistics and deliveries over the
Christmas period.

One of the main lessons from 2014 is the
importance of ensuring key dates are
planned for carefully. Retailers of all sizes,
from online marketplace traders to
department stores, need to plan offers
leading up to significant delivery dates.

Retailers now launch their offers several days before Black Friday to smooth the supply chain
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ParcelHero has compiled a comprehensive list 
of final Christmas shipping dates for retailers 
and couriers:
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