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PARTNERS:

INTRODUCTION

Editor’s comment

R

eturns have traditionally
been the poor relation of
retailing – there’s little
doubt about that. And it’s
not surprising as to why.
They are a hassle to process, costly to
manage and often used to end up lost in a
retailer’s stockroom somewhere gathering
dust and losing money. Well that used
to the common notion. Yet that view
is being challenged face on by retailers
who understand that by getting to the
bottom of their returns and improving
their returns processing and procedures
can greatly improve the bottom line and
lead to happier customers, reductions in
returns and more money staying in the
till. Taken a step further returns are a
sales opportunity rather than a negative
that retailers need to embrace whether
they are traditional high street players or
pure-play specialists.
:HFRPSOHWHGRXU¿UVWUHVHDUFK
report into returns this time last year so
it was time for us to survey the market
again and look into the current thinking
and challenges that retailers faced to
understand what can be done to improve
the returns process.

There are numerous companies that
can help out in this area and as always by
way of introduction our partners in this
report Iforce, Hermes, Clear Returns and
Trustpilot share their expertise in the
opening section of our research report –
responding to questions we asked them
about the market. Their thoughts are also
shared throughout the rest of the report
too (pages 4-7 Expert Opinion).
The research for this report took the
form of an online survey of retailers
to gauge their current thinking and
attitudes. More than 100 retailers
responded and we are thankful to
them for doing so. Retailers were then
LQWHUYLHZHGLQPRUHGHSWKWR¿QGRXW
the challenges they were facing and how
they were solving them. This includes a
number of retailers who work with the
partners in this report to ensure they best
handle their returns.
Following on from the expert opinions
of our partners we therefore begin our
report as we began our survey looking the
current market, both in 2013 and over the
crucial Christmas returns period (pages
8-11 State of Returns). Once we had
examined that we looked at what retailers
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were doing to better map and predict
returns behaviour and understand their
returns patterns. We’ve seen talk recently
of Amazon sending out products before
a customer has even ordered. Could we
have the same with returns? (pages 12-15
Understanding Returns).
7KHUHDUHVLJQL¿FDQWFKDOOHQJHVWREH
met in managing returns and maximising
gains and we looked at some of these -from the challenge of free returns to the
growing trend of drop and return instore
and the challenge posed by fraud and
wardrobing (pages 15-17 Returns Trends).
We then took a more in-depth look at
how retailers were improving their return
on investment when managing returns
and what they were doing to reduce them
(pages 21-23 Maximising ROI on returns)
DQG¿QDOO\ZHORRNHGDWWKHOHVVRQVWKDW
retailers can learn from returns – and
how the use of reviews and returns
feedback really can help them improve the
bottom line (pages 24-26 Learning from
Returns).
Attitudes are changing and the
opportunity is there – but there is still
much more to be done. Enjoy our return
to returns!

•

Liz Morrell is an experienced retail and business news and features journalist who has more than 15 years’ experience of
writing about the retail sector. She is a former features editor of Retail Week where she spent more than 9 years as a full-timer.
She loves all things retail but just wishes her “research” (insert shopaholic tendencies here) didn’t cost her quite so much.
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EXPERT OPINION

How important is data and
analytics to managing and
improving the returns process?

C

urrently, we have seen few
retailers that are making
really effective use of
their returns data in order
to be proactive in short
term decision making. Key information
and the underlying issues are often not
visible to the correct teams and not being
reported in a timeframe that enables
DFWLRQWREHWDNHQRQVSHFL¿FSUREOHPV
The view of the information is typically
rear view mirror, rather than forward
looking and tied to decision making. If a
retailer’s only analytics focus is on sales,
they are missing half of the picture.
Often what retailers want to know
most of all is ‘what is causing my
returns?’ and ‘what do I do about it’?
Many different drivers can be to blame
-- from online content errors, product
VSHFRUTXDOLW\FRQWUROLVVXHVVSHFL¿F
customer behaviour or mismatched
expectations. There is no silver bullet
RUHDV\¿[EXWDQVZHUVRIWHQOLHZLWKLQ
the retailer’s own data. This is where
software like ours comes into play.
Clear Returns has built robust
statistical models that uses the retailers
data to accurately predict what product
will be returned and when. We also
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provide timely insight for the reasons
behind those returns – including whether
something is not being described
accurately, is defective or has a problem
with a particular size or colour variant.
Having already built up a picture of what
“normal” returning behaviour looks
like for the market – we look for the
DEQRUPDOLWLHVWKDWPRVWLPSDFWSUR¿WV
We help the retailer cut through the noise
and focus their limited time on what
really matters and will drive maximum
results.
Rather than a complex reporting tool,
or vast Excel spreadsheets, we provide
a simple cloud-based user interface
that focuses on the key information and
provides real-time detail on the small
number of products causing the biggest
issues.
But the key thing in our ECHO
solution is that it automatically alerts
WKHXVHUWRDVSHFL¿FKLJKLPSDFWLVVXH
that they really need to tackle as soon
as it arises. This was a feature built
in collaboration with the retailers
themselves. Alerts are triggered after
MXVWIRXURU¿YHUHWXUQVZKHQZHGHWHFW
a potentially high impact problem – for
H[DPSOHDVSHFL¿FSURGXFWLVÀ\LQJEDFN

in the door at an abnormally high rate, or
we detect abnormal delivery issues.
The retailer can mark off that they’ve
seen and responded to an issue, or passed
it on to a colleague and they can also
choose to have their alerts supplied by
text message or as a phone call.
Getting alerts into the hands of the
right people, at the right time – and
focussing on the highest impact issues –
means you can react and stop a product
from becoming a high-returning item.
That means cost and stock management
HI¿FLHQF\±DQGRIFRXUVHLPSURYHG
customer experience.
After all ultimately if data analytics
isn’t used to help inform actions that
save money, make money or improve
customer experience – then it is not an
activity worth undertaking.

•

Vicky Brock
CEO
Clear Returns
www.clearreturns.com

EXPERT OPINION

What role will third party collection
points play in the future of returns?

A

t Hermes UK, a key
driver in any new product
development initiative
is “getting closer to the
customer”. For returns,
this means getting closer than a multichannel retailer with a national high
street presence, or any global pure-play
internet retailer, can ever be.
Just as our network of 9,500 Hermes
lifestyle couriers are embedded in the
community they deliver to, so too are the
myHermes ParcelShops. There are now
more than 3,000 ParcelShops across
the UK, based out of local convenience
stores, offering customers a useful way to
collect parcels or drop-off return items.
Due to the rise in the number of outlets
providing the myHermes service, 80%
of the UK mainland population is now
within two miles of a ParcelShop.
Our myHermes ParcelShops put the
customer in control of the return process.
They can choose where and when to
drop-off a return parcel, whether that be
during the school run, on the way into
work, when going out in the evening, or
at the weekend when the majority of Post
2I¿FHVKDYHDOUHDG\FORVHG
A daily returns collection takes place

from every myHermes ParcelShop, with
parcels being passed into the fully tracked
Hermes UK depot and hub network. This
ensures security, provides rapid returns
processing and customer refunds, and
offers the customer visibility throughout
the entire process, including when the
parcel reaches the client’s returns centre.
In addition, when a client wants to
offer paid-for or free authorised returns,
payment can be taken and a return
barcode produced in moments by going
onto the myHermes website.
Hermes also operates a secure
and reliable returns process across
Europe through its network of 26,000
ParcelShops. Having such a network in
place overcomes one of the key barriers
to cross-border shopping.
For customers, having the option of
picking-up a package from a ParcelShop
can be extremely useful, especially for
people who are not predominantly based
at home during the day. This service is
being boosted by the fact that retailers
DUHLQWHJUDWLQJ3DUFHO6KRS¿QGHUV
into their web checkout routines. This
development also promotes the returns
service through ParcelShops, as it’s only
natural that customers will expect the

same hassle free experience when they
want to return a parcel. Within three
years, we expect 25-30% of all returns
handled through our network to be
dropped off at a ParcelShop.
2WKHUEHQH¿WVWRWKHFXVWRPHULQFOXGH
the avoidance of long queues, which is
a regular occurrence when using the
3RVW2I¿FHDQGKDYLQJQRSDSHUZRUN
WR¿OORXWZKHQWKH\UHDFKWKHFRXQWHU
as the parcel is scanned at the shop. As
ParcelShops open early in the morning
and stay open into the evenings, there is
no need for the customer to wait at home
for collection, also avoiding missing a
collection when they’ve popped out.
Finally, the customer will have peace of
mind – handing over the parcel in-store
and immediately receiving a receipt.

•

Rob Kay
Head of Hermes Corporate Strategy
Hermes
www.hermes-europe.co.uk
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Why is efficient returns processing
so vital and what can it contribute to
the bottom line?

E

I¿FLHQWUHWXUQVSURFHVVLQJ
LVQRZLQFUHDVLQJO\VHHQ
DVDQRSSRUWXQLW\IRU
DQ\HWDLOHULPSDFWLQJ
VDOHVIURPWKHVWDUWRIWKH
RQOLQHUHWDLOSURFHVVDQGQRWPHUHO\
DVDQLQFRQYHQLHQWDIWHUWKRXJKWZKHQ
GLVWULEXWLRQFHQWUH¶VVWRUDJHVSDFH
EHFRPHVDQLVVXH
$JUHDWUHWXUQVSROLF\FDQRIWHQEHVHHQ
DVDQLQFHQWLYHWRSXUFKDVH,QDUHFHQW
(XURSHDQ5HWXUQVUHVHDUFKSURMHFWWZR
WKLUGVRIWKHFRQVXPHUVSROOHG
UHYLHZHGDUHWDLOHU¶VUHWXUQVSROLF\EHIRUH
SXUFKDVLQJ$URXQGRIFRQVXPHUV
DOVRVDLGWKDWIUHHRUHDV\UHWXUQVZRXOG
JHQHUDWHSRVLWLYHZRUGRIPRXWKZKLFKLQ
DZRUOGRIVRFLDOPHGLDLVPRQH\FDQ¶W
EX\SXEOLFLW\0RUHWKDQKDOI  RI
VKRSSHUVDOVRFLWHGWKDWDUHDVRQWRUHWXUQ
WRDUHWDLOHUZRXOGEHWKHDELOLW\WREX\
RQOLQHDQGUHWXUQWRVWRUHLOOXVWUDWLQJ
WKDWDSOHWKRUDRIRSWLRQVLVDOVR
VRPHWKLQJWKDWFDQKHOSDUHWDLOHUWRERRVW
WKHLUERWWRPOLQH
,QLWVRZQGHOLYHU\UHVHDUFKIURPODWH
L)RUFHGLVFRYHUHGWKDWRI
UHWDLOHUVFXUUHQWO\RIIHUHGDIUHHUHWXUQ
WRVWRUHRSWLRQDVUHWDLOHUVVKRZDQ
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LQFUHDVLQJDZDUHQHVVRIWKHLPSRUWDQFH
WRLQLWLDOVDOHV2QO\RIVWRUHVKDG
GH¿QLWHUHWXUQVFRVWDYHUDJLQJ SHU
SDFNDJH:LWKVRPDQ\UHWDLOHUVSXWWLQJ
DUHWXUQVSROLF\DWWKHKHDUWRIWKHLUVDOHV
DSSURDFKWKRVHZKRGRQ¶WDUHGRLQJVR
DWSHULO
$QHI¿FLHQWUHWXUQVSROLF\LV
FOHDUO\LPSRUWDQWWRWKHFXVWRPHU$
WUDQVSDUHQWHDV\DQGIUHHVHUYLFHZLOO
OHDGWRFXVWRPHUOR\DOW\DQGUHWXUQWR
SXUFKDVHQRH[WUDVSHQGIRUWKHPDQG
DVZLIWUHLPEXUVHPHQW7KLVZLOOGULYH
UHSHDWEXVLQHVVDQGSRVLWLYHYHUEDODQG
VRFLDOSXEOLFLW\
$UHWDLOHU¶VUHWXUQVSROLF\LV
LQFUHDVLQJO\YLWDOLQWHUPVRIFDVKÀRZ
PDUJLQHURVLRQDQGSURWHFWLQJWKHYDOXH
RISURGXFWVWKURXJKVZLIWDFWLRQ0RVW
SURGXFWVDUHQRWOLNHD¿QHZLQHLH
LQFUHDVLQJLQYDOXHRYHUWLPHXQOHVV
WKH\DFWXDOO\DUHD¿QHZLQHDQGWR
DFWTXLFNO\DQGSXWLWHPVEDFNRQWRWKH
µRQOLQHVKHOI¶ZLWKLQDPDWWHURIKRXUV
UHIXUELVKHGUHER[HGDQGRQWKHULJKW
RQZDUGURXWHLVLPSHUDWLYH6SHHGDQG
HI¿FLHQF\LVNH\+DYLQJDVWURQJRQZDUG
VDOHVFKDQQHOVXFKDVL)RUFH$XFWLRQVLV
DOVRLPSRUWDQWLQ¿QGLQJWKHULJKWURXWH

IRUUHWXUQHGSURGXFWV
7KHUHLVDOVRDQHWKLFDORSSRUWXQLW\
LQUHWXUQVL)RUFHFXUUHQWO\KHOSVPDQ\
UHWDLOHUVPDLQWDLQDODQG¿OOSROLF\
E\¿QGLQJWKHEHVWRQZDUGURXWHVYLD
UHF\FOLQJRUUHVHOOLQJ0DQ\FDQDGGWR
WKHLUERWWRPOLQHWKURXJKEHLQJVRFLDOO\
DZDUHDVDQLQFUHDVLQJLPSRUWDQFH
LVSODFHGRQKDYLQJDVRXQGHWKLFDO
UHSXWDWLRQZKLFKLVVRPHWKLQJUHWDLOHUV
FDQDOVRWUDGHRQ
+DQGOLQJRQOLQHUHWXUQVSURDFWLYHO\
DQGHIIHFWLYHO\KDVEHHQFLWHGDVRQHRIWKH
NH\LQÀXHQFHUVLQJDLQLQJUHSHDWEXVLQHVV
5HWXUQVSURFHVVLQJVKRXOGQRORQJHUEH
VHHQDVWKHUXQWRIWKHORJLVWLFVSURFHVV
EXWDVDZRUOGRI¿QDQFLDORSSRUWXQLW\
DVFRQVXPHUVEHFRPHVDYYLHU5HWXUQV
VKRXOGEHVHHQDVDFKDQFHWRHQJDJH
LQFUHDVHVDOHVDQGZLWKRXWTXHVWLRQDGG
WRWKHERWWRPOLQH

•

Jonathan Smith
Head of reverse logistics
iForce
www.iforcegroup.com

EXPERT OPINION

How do customer reviews prevent or
reduce returns rates?

A

lthough providing returns
is an essential element of
good customer service,
they can be something of
a headache for retailers,
particularly in the online space. Aside
from the obvious inconvenience for both
the customer and the retailer, they can
also be expensive, and impact heavily on
SUR¿WV
According to ‘Big Trouble with
“No Trouble Found Returns’, a recent
report from Accenture, in the consumer
electronics space around 68% of returns
can be categorised as ‘No Trouble Found’
- meaning that the item either didn’t meet
customer expectations or requirements,
or the customer believed that the product
had a hardware or software fault that was
QRWFRQ¿UPHGE\WHVWLQJ
A further 27% of returns were
associated with ‘buyer’s remorse’, while
just 5% of returned goods were actually
defective. Therefore, it is clear that most
returns come as a result of customers not
having enough information about what
they are buying. So how do customer
reviews reduce the volume of returns
your business would otherwise handle?
Firstly they allow you to create a realtime feedback loop. Review platforms
allow retailers to trigger feedback
requests from their customers at a preGH¿QHGLQWHUYDODIWHUSXUFKDVH(YHU\
time a customer clicks through their
email invite and completes feedback, they
immediately open a conversation.

Your business can then use this line
of communication to resolve issues, or
thank the customer for useful feedback.
By controlling where the feedback is left,
your business is better able to steer the
conversation to a satisfactory conclusion
for both parties. And in doing so, you can
also resolve customer issues before they
become return requests.
Secondly reviews help to give
additional insight into your supply chain.
The interaction between customers and
your company website is only part of the
complete sales journey. Your business
needs to be able to oversee and improve
every aspect of that journey, even after
the goods have left your warehouse.
Your customers will not only comment
on your goods and services, but also the
delivery and returns process. By asking
clients to review delivery and returns
experiences, your business will gain
insight into how the mechanisms outside
your organisation are working, and
whether they are a source of potential
embarrassment.
Thirdly reviews allow you to provide
a transparent complaint handling
mechanism. Internet shoppers want
to know about your company and how
you deal with problems as well as the
products you sell - customer reviews
and your responses to them are a good
way to tell them about both. Most online
shoppers know that, now and then,
mistakes happen. If you take the time
to respond to complaints and solve

problems, potential customers will see
that your company cares. By informing
shoppers, you can also reduce returns;
simply because clients know what to
expect.
$QG¿QDOO\UHYLHZVKHOSWRHQFRXUDJH
repeat purchases and referrals. Repeat
customers are very valuable to your
business since they know your company
and service, so are perhaps less likely
to send returns. No company wants to
lose valued lifetime customers over one
mistake so online reviews are a useful
communication opportunity.
In the socially-connected world,
good customer service – which in itself
is a powerful retention mechanism
and a brilliant selling point - and
accompanying reviews are easily passed
between contacts. Using reviews to
further customer service improvement
will yield dividends when customers refer
their friends and family to your business.
In conclusion therefore review
platforms are a great way to help to
reduce product returns. Can you really
afford not to be using them?

•

Jan Vels Jensen
CMO
Trust Pilot
www.trustpilot.com
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STATE OF RETURNS

The current
state of returns

RETURNS ARE COSTLY, AWKWARD TO MANAGE AND MORE
IMPORTANT THAN EVER TO A GOOD CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE BUT
WHAT IS THE CURRENT STATE OF RETURNS AND THE CHALLENGES
FACED?

W

ith retailers so
focussed on sales,
returns and the
returns process
has always been
the poor relation of retailing. But more
retailers than ever are
now focussing on the
operational and business
improvements that can
be made from more
HI¿FLHQWO\GHDOLQJZLWK
UHWXUQVWKDWKDYHEHQH¿WV
that go beyond simply
improving the bottom line
but increasing customer
OR\DOW\DQGHI¿FLHQF\RIWKH
business in general too.
The challenge is getting
harder not easier since
customers’ increasing
level of expectation
around retailers’ ever
more omnichannel models
means they not only have
to sell products through
the channel that best suits
the customer but also take them back
through the route that best suits them as
well – whether that’s convenient for them
to manage or not.
Our survey therefore began by asking
retailers what patterns they were seeing in
returns behaviour and whether in 2013 it
had been on the increase or not.
Although half said returns rates were
static a massive 42% said that they had
risen and only 7% of retailers saw a drop
in the number of goods being returned
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during 2013. This is a huge burden for
retailers to bear – since it ties up stock
which could otherwise be on sale at peak
times at full margin and also impacts
heavily on the bottom line – especially
since most retailers invest heavily in

refurbishing and repackaging products
ready for resale as soon as possible after
return in order to maximise sell through
price meaning that timing is critical.
Jonathan Smith, head of returns at
iForce says this is an increasing focus
for retailers. with returns processing
centres central to the trend. “Two years
ago around 10% of product returned was
refurbished. Now around 40% is and of
that around 20% is pristine - perhaps with
just the packaging damaged,” he says.

Given the increased focus on returns
we then asked whether retailers were
making it easier for customers to return
products by widening the breadth of
returns options open to them. A massive
57% said they were.
When asked how they
were doing this in terms of
additional returns services
offered by retailers beyond
postal returns, the survey
showed that more than
half of retailers (56%) also
offer return to store options
whilst 41% offer collect
from home returns where
couriers will collect goods to
be returned.
The popularity of third
party drop off points such as
Hermes ParcelShop where
shoppers can collect and
return goods at locations
ranging from petrol stations
to corner shops was also
supported by the results
of the research report into
returns which showed that 31% of retailers
were now using third party collection and
return networks such as these in order to
make returns easier.
However we also asked if newer tactics
– such as returns lockers – were also
being used. Although such networks are
growing our survey showed that only 1%
of retailers said that they were using them.
Of course if the survey showed 57%
of retailers were making it easier for
customers to return products it also

STATE OF RETURNS

Turnaround Time
'@MCKHMFQDSTQMRDƧBHDMSKX@MCRODDCHKXHRNESGDDRRDMBD
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ŔRHMBDCNHMFRNMNSNMKXJDDORSGDBTRSNLDQG@OOXATS
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BTRSNLDQG@RSGDLNMDXA@BJHMSGDHQ@BBNTMS@SSGDONHMS
SGDX@QDRSHKKV@MSHMFSNATX 
3GDRTQUDXSGDQDENQD@RJDCQDS@HKDQRVG@SSGDHQ
STQM@QNTMCSHLDEQNLSGDQDBDHOSNE@BTRSNLDQQDSTQMSN
BNLOKDSHMFSGDQDSTQMROQNBDRRVHSGSGDBTRSNLDQV@RSN
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@MCSNQD BQDCHSSGDBTRSNLDQNMBDSGDXG@C@TSGNQHRDC
SGDQDSTQM@RADHMFKDFHSHL@SD 
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QDBDHOSNEFNNCRADENQDBGDBJHMFOQNCTBS@MCQD BQDCHSHMF
SGDBNMRTLDQ@MCVDQDV@HSHMFRHWC@XRNQLNQD 
KSGNTFGSGDKDF@KNAKHF@SHNMENQQDETMCHMFBTRSNLDQR
VGNG@UDANTFGSEQNL@RHSDL@XADKNMFDQDUDQXLNLDMS
SG@SSGDBTRSNLDQCNDRMNSG@UDSGDLNMDXA@BJHMSGDHQ
ONBJDSHR@SHLDSG@SSGDX@QDTM@AKDSNRODMCVHSGXNT
@MCKHJDKXSNADA@CLNTSGHMFSGDAQ@MC (SŗRRTQDKXMNS
VNQSGSGDQHRJ 8DSVGDMVD@RJDCQDS@HKDQRHESGDXR@V@
ATRHMDRRB@RDSNHLOQNUDSGDSTQM@QNTMCSHLDMD@QKXSVN
SGHQCRR@HCMN 3GHRG@RSNAD@OQHNQHSXENQQDS@HKDQR
showed that 43% of retailers hadn’t
improved ease by use by widening returns
options. We therefore asked if they hadn’t
when they were planning on doing so.
The results showed that it is an area
of future focus for more than a third of
retailers. More than 16% said widening
the breadth of returns options to make
it easier for customers to return goods
was something they were considering
in the longer term and 18% said it was
something that they were considering
doing in the next six to twelve months –
illustrating the fact that retailers realise
this has to be a priority within their
business.
However a further third also admitted

it wasn’t something they were considering
because they felt it was not a priority or
was too complicated and therefore they
were limiting their returns options to
store and postal returns only.
Whilst some retailers embrace the
ability to satisfy customers by offering
wider returns options for others the ability
to limit returns by limiting the ability by
which a customer could get a product
back to the retailer is often the motivation
behind not doing more. “We want to
minimise returns,” said one retailer in
the survey. Another agreed: “Processing
returns is costly and a hassle,” they said.
Andy Young, manager of Fox’s
Outdoor, says that making returns too

easy encourages higher returns rates
and that can harm a business such as his
where returns have a big impact because
of the challenges of dealing with them.
“We are not actively encouraging returns
other than making customers aware they
have the right to return goods,” he says.
And at Boden customer service
manager Peter Hutton says that too much
FKRLFHFDQDFWXDOO\EDFN¿UHIRUDUHWDLOHU
VLQFHKHTXHVWLRQVWKHEHQH¿WVRIRIIHULQJ
too wide and complex a range of returns
options. “If you start to add more and
more options it complicates the customer
choice,” he says.
Vicky Brock, CEO of Clear Returns,
believes the breadth of options is needed
INTERNET RETAILING: RETURNS 2014 | 9

ĞƉƌŽĂĐƟǀĞ͕
and regain control
of your returns.
Shoes BR564
Expected return rate: 32%
Return rate: 41%
Cost of returns: £13,465

Best New Product
Digital Technology
Awards
2013

Skirt G503
She wore it to a party last night,
and will return it to you next week

Handbag C107
Expected return rate: 15%
Return rate: 29%
Cost of returns: £25,207

Sign up for a demo of ECHO
www.clearreturns.com
0141 554 4175
@clearreturns
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STATE OF RETURNS

however. “I think the complexity at the
moment is a necessary stage to try to get
closer to what is going to work best for the
customer and what logistically works best.
What you ultimately want is what’s best
for the customer and what’s best for the
UHWDLOHU¿QGLQJWKHULJKWEDODQFHRIFRVWRI
service to return,” she says
Managing returns – and the customer
relationship – is key to a successful
returns process and Young admits this
can be challenging. He cites the particular
challenges he faces on some of his product
ranges such as tents, where customers can
complain a good is faulty simply when
it has been misused. Finding the right
balance to deal with returns which are not
DFWXDOO\IDXOW\DQG¿QGLQJDVDWLVIDFWRU\
resolution with the customer can be
tough, he admits but is vital to future
loyalty. “This is especially challenging
during the summer with tents as there
are many issues that can arise with tents
that if not used properly cause problems
that are not covered by manufacturers’
guarantees,” he says.
At Sainsbury’s reverse logistics
manager Steph Tite says it is vital to get
the correct balance between the needs
of the consumer and the retailer when
dealing with returns. “The main challenge
is the balance between cost to serve and
customer satisfaction,” she says.
For Fox’s Outdoor size has a direct
LQÀXHQFHRQFRVWVLQFHZKHQLWHPVVXFK
as tents are returned they are both harder
to manage, store and distribute through
the returns process. “The cost of collecting
larger items from customers is also a
problem. We cope with them by keeping
an open dialogue with the customer
and keeping them informed all the way
through the process and ultimately try
WR¿QGDVROXWLRQWKDWSOHDVHVWKHPHYHQ
if this costs us in the end, we see it as an
investment,” says Young.
But such investment has to be balanced
and pay off in the end. At fashion retailer
Warehouse digital merchandiser Liam
Price says the company has seen two
trends in the returns behaviour patterns
of its customers – both in terms of
increasing rates of returns across all
channels and customers returning
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To improve the returns process a quarter of retailers extended their returns
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product faster. “Our customer is returning
quicker than ever before - whether it be to
store or online,” he says.
In reality the customer expects an
HI¿FLHQWSURFHVVZKLFKWKHUHWDLOHUPXVW
manage despite the complexities for them
of doing so. “The biggest challenge we
face is cost associated to processing a
return. That’s the cost of getting the parcel
back to our refurbishment centre, the
manpower to process and repackage the
item and ultimately the lost sales while
the stock has been out of sale,” says Price.
It’s a constant challenge for any
retailer. “As online demand increases
year-on-year, but returns also increase,
a large percentage of stock is ‘off the
VKRSÀRRU¶,WLVWKHQUHWXUQHGIRUVDOHRQ
the site some two to three weeks after
it was initially sold causing issues with

maintaining availability,” he says.
Returns are no doubt still a
GLI¿FXOWFKDOOHQJHWRKDQGOH$WRQOLQH
jewellery manufacturer and retailer
DiamondGeezer.com cost of returns is
also important. As the company’s main
business is in made to order engagement
rings with an average price of £3,200 it
is generally a well-considered purchase
from customers and this in itself ensures
returns are low, according to CEO Clive
Billing.
However he says the company also
works hard to manage returns because of
their impact on margins. “If our returns
go up that’s a failing on us. We have to
then reduce the cost of dealing with the
returns so they don’t add a premium to
our costs so we don’t need to have to a
margin for returns,” he says.

•
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UNDERSTANDING RETURNS

Getting to the
root of returns

RETURNS AND RETURNS PROCESSING IS AN EXPENSIVE BUSINESS
THAT IMPACTS THE BOTTOM LINE SO WHAT ARE RETAILERS
ACTUALLY DOING TO UNDERSTAND WHY PEOPLE ARE RETURNING?

I

mproving returns rates and
returns processing and handling
offers huge potential for
¿QDQFLDODQGRUJDQLVDWLRQDO
gain since getting goods back on
VDOHPRUHFKHDSO\DQGHI¿FLHQWO\KHOSV
to maximise their second sell through
price whilst keeping the customer happy
either by replacing a product quickly
or addressing their concerns about a
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product is also important.
It is something that retailers must
address if they are to survive in the ever
changing world of retail, according to
-DQ9HOV-HQVHQFKLHIPDUNHWLQJRI¿FHU
at Trustpilot. “Businesses looking to
achieve high performance need to be
able to address the twin challenges of
both returns prevention and returns
processing,” he says.

This involves a change in attitude
IRUVRPHKRZHYHU³7KH¿UVWWKLQJ
manufacturers and retailers can do is to
stop thinking of returns as a normal cost
of doing business,” he says.
But getting to the bottom of returns
– and therefore getting a better grip on
handling and reducing them --relies
on retailers actually understanding
ZK\UHWXUQVDUHKDSSHQLQJLQWKH¿UVW

UNDERSTANDING RETURNS

place. If they don’t understand how and
why customers are returning product
after all they can’t get to the bottom of
WKHGHIHFWLYHSURGXFWVHUYLFHRU¿WIRU
purpose issues that are causing returns.
Although our survey showed that
retailers used an array of methods to
collate information about their returns
we wanted to know how, and indeed,
if they were actually
analysing such data to
reveal more about their
business. Did they know
and understand why
customers were returning
product and were they
therefore doing anything
to solve such challenges
within their business?
The results showed
that retailers still face a
number of operational
challenges when dealing
with returns that urgently
need to be addressed but,
which in the majority of
cases, are surmountable
challenges.
Retailers were asked to
tick all the reasons why
their customers returned
goods. The challenge of delivering
product that the customer can neither
touch nor feel was, unsurprisingly, the
biggest reason that goods were returned
and is a particular problem for fashion
retailers where such challenges are even
more prevalent.
Of those who replied nearly half
(47%) of respondents said that returns
happened because product had not
matched customer expectations and
nearly a quarter (23%) said it didn’t
match the description or imagery shown
on the website.
Descriptions are vital to keep returns
down – especially for a business such as
Fox’s Outdoor whose success relies on
giving customers the right information
LQWKH¿UVWSODFH³:HNHHSUHWXUQVGRZQ
by trying to give customers as much
information regarding the product as
possible to try and avoid a gap between

the customer’s expectation and the
SURGXFWLWVHOI:HRQO\RIIHUKLJKHUTXDOLW\
goods which reduces the chances of faulty
items,” says manager Andy Young.
At catalogue retailer Boden the
company works hard to ensure the reality
of its products matches as closely as
possible its descriptions and imagery
both on its website and catalogue. For

retailers such as Boden who only have
limited or no store presence this is of
FRXUVHLIYLWDO³7KHPDLQGULYHUIRU
returns for us would be the product is
not as described or as the customer feels.
Sometimes it’s true and sometimes the
customer has misunderstood what has
been sold,” says Boden’s customer service
PDQDJHU3HWHU+XWWRQ³&RORXULVGLI¿FXOW
because colour shots on the internet or
in brochures can change dramatically
but we are always improving our
photography and have an in-house studio
in London where we do colour matches,”
he says.
Retailers in our online survey also
said that they were working hard to
understand and address problems
of returns caused by poor product
GHVFULSWLRQVRULPDJHU\³:HDUHRIIHULQJ
better listings and more pictures and also
capturing feedback for each return so

that we can amend listings if applicable,”
said one retailer.
Jonathan Smith, head of returns
at IForce, says that his company is
working hard to help retailers improve
their marketing and ensure retailers
descriptions are as relevant as possible.
³,W¶VDOODERXWWKHGHVFULSWLRQRISURGXFW
There is a lot of work where retailers
are trying to keep that
product sold,” he says.
Another said it was
about also about making
descriptions clearer and
easier to read rather than
RYHUFRPSOLFDWLQJ³:H
are simplifying online
descriptive text because
customers don’t bother
to read more in-depth
descriptions,” said one
respondent.
For fashion retailers
¿WLVDOZD\VJRLQJWREH
an issue for returns –
particularly for those
selling to an international
customer base for whom
both body size and shape
can vary dramatically.
³:HDUHDOZD\VORRNLQJ
DW¿WWRVHHZKHWKHUWKHUHFDQEHVRPH
change but it does vary country to
country,” says Hutton.
$ODFNRIFRQ¿GHQFHLQVL]LQJ±RU
VLPSO\DGHVLUHWR¿QGWKHYHU\EHVW
shape for a customer unsure of her own
size – will also often see customers over
RUGHUWRHQVXUHWKHEHVW¿WZKLFKLQLWVHOI
will lead to returns as a customer won’t
keep multiple size versions of the same
product.
Liam Price, digital merchandiser at
:DUHKRXVHVD\VWKLVLVWKHPDLQUHDVRQ
for returns for his business and is also the
reason why the company has introduced
WKH0HWDLO¿WWLQJURRPDSSRQLWVGHVNWRS
and tablet site to combat any ambiguity
its customer has over choosing her size.
³:HDUHVHHLQJSRVLWLYHHIIHFWVVRIDU´KH
says.
A number of retailers are introducing
VXFKVL]H¿WWLQJWRROVDQGUHJXODUO\UHYLHZ
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WKHLU¿WRSWLRQVWRR³:HUHH[DPLQHWKH
VL]HDQG¿WVRQDOOJDUPHQWVVXFKVHDVRQ
±LHWZLFHD\HDU´VDLGRQHUHVSRQGHQWWR
WKHVXUYH\
:HPHQWLRQHGHDUOLHUWKDWPXFKRIWKH
SUREOHPRIUHWXUQVFRPHVIURPVKRSSHUV
RYHURUGHULQJDQGWKHQUHWXUQLQJSURGXFW
±PDNLQJWKHEX\LQJGHFLVLRQLQWKH
FRPIRUWRIWKHLUKRPHRURI¿FHUDWKHUWKDQ
RQOLQH2XUVXUYH\VKRZHGWKDWQHDUO\D
WKLUG  RIUHWDLOHUVVDLGFXVWRPHUV
ZHUHUHWXUQLQJSURGXFWEHFDXVHWKH\KDG
RYHURUGHUHG
9LFN\%URFN&(2RI&OHDU5HWXUQV
EHOLHYHVWKHUHLVDFOHDUPRYHWRFXVWRPHUV
PDNLQJWKHEX\LQJGHFLVLRQDWKRPH
UDWKHUWKDQRQOLQH±QRWVLPSO\WRHQVXUH
¿WEXWDOVRWRHQVXUHWKHFXVWRPHUKDV
FKRVHQWKHYHU\EHVWSURGXFWIRUWKHLU
QHHGVDQGLVQRWEHLQJIRUFHGLQWRDEX\LQJ
GHFLVLRQZLWKRXWKDYLQJKDGDFKDQFHWR
H[DPLQHDQGFRPSDUHSXUFKDVHVLQWKH
ÀHVKDWWKHLUOHLVXUH
³7KHELJJHVWLPSDFWRQUHWXUQVKDV
EHHQWKDWWKHVDOHLVQ¶WWKHHQGRIWKH
SURFHVVIRUFXVWRPHUV7KH\GRQ¶WGHFLGH
WKH\KDYHERXJKWLWXQWLOWKH\KDYHPDGH
WKHGHFLVLRQWKH\ZLOONHHSLWDWKRPH´
VD\V%URFN³:HVDZLWZLWKIDVKLRQWR
VWDUWZLWKEXWLW¶VQRZPRYLQJWRPRUH
H[WHQVLYHFDWHJRULHV´VKHVD\V
7KHFKDOOHQJHLVRQNQRZLQJWKHOLPLW
WKDWDOORZV\RXWRHLWKHUHQFRXUDJHRU
GLVFRXUDJHVXFKEX\LQJSDWWHUQV³<RX¶YH
JRWWREHH[WUHPHO\FRQ¿GHQWLQ\RXU

DELOLW\WRPDQDJHLWDQGVWLOOPDNH\RXU
PDUJLQLI\RXDUHJRLQJWRHQFRXUDJHWKDW
EHKDYLRXU´VKHVD\V'DWDDQGDQDO\WLFV
LVVKHVD\VYLWDOLQWKLVSURFHVV
6KHVD\VWKDWUHWDLOHUVQHHGWRGRPRUH
ZLWKWKHLUGDWDWREHWWHUXQGHUVWDQG
WKHLUUHWXUQLQJFXVWRPHUDQGWKHLURZQ
SDUWLFXODUQHHGVEH\RQGVLPSO\WKH
H[FKDQJHRUUHIXQGRIDSURGXFW³/RRN
DW\RXUGDWDDQGXQGHUVWDQGDWDSURGXFW
OHYHOZKHWKHUWKHDSSURDFK\RXDUHWDNLQJ
LVLQWKHEHVWLQWHUHVWRI\RXUEXVLQHVVDQG
\RXUFXVWRPHUV´VD\V%URFN³,WLVRQO\
RQHVHJPHQWRIFXVWRPHUVWKDWGRWKH
µEULQJHYHU\WKLQJWRPHDQG,ZLOOGHFLGH¶
VKRS7KHUHDUHRWKHUVZKRZLOOMXVWZDQW
LWULJKWVRKRZHYHUJRRGWKHUHWXUQV
H[SHULHQFHLVWKHIDFWWKH\KDYHKDGD
UHWXUQLVDQHJDWLYHH[SHULHQFH´VKHVD\V
:HWKHUHIRUHDOVRDVNHGWKH
UHVSRQGHQWVLQRXUVXUYH\KRZWKH\
FROOHFWHGGDWDDQGDQDO\VLVIURPWKHLU
UHWXUQV7KHUHVXOWVPDGHVKRFNLQJ
UHDGLQJ1HDUO\KDOI  RIUHWDLOHUV
VXUYH\HGVDLGWKDWWKH\WUDFNHGUHWXUQV
DQGFDSWXUHGWKHGDWDIURPWKHPEXW
PLVVHGDWULFNE\QRWXWLOLVLQJRUDQDO\VLQJ
WKHLQIRUPDWLRQIURPWKHP6LWWLQJRQ
VXFKDYDOXDEOHPLQHRILQIRUPDWLRQLV
OXGULFRXVSUDFWLVHVLQFHDQDO\VLQJUHWXUQV
IURPDGDWDSRLQWRIYLHZFDQJLYHWKH
OHDUQLQJVUHTXLUHGWRLPSURYHUHWXUQV
UDWHVDQGSURFHVVHV
7KHVXUYH\VKRZHGWKDWDIXUWKHU
TXDUWHURIUHVSRQGHQWV  UHOLHGRQ

What retailers in
our survey said
they were doing to
combat reasons for
returns
●

Better listings, more pictures and
feedback for each return

●

Increasing quality control

●

Deleting products with repeated
quality issues

●

Shooting on models and providing
clearer sizing charts

●

Looking at 3rd party tools

●

Improving packaging

●

Using more careful couriers and
working with courier networks to
reduce parcel damage.

VLQJOHV\VWHPVWKH\KDGEXLOWWKHPVHOYHV
WRFDSWXUHDQGDQDO\VHGDWD$IXUWKHU
FDSWXUHGDQGDQDO\VHGGDWDLQVHSDUDWH
V\VWHPV±PHDQLQJFURVVPDWFKLQJDQG
DQDO\VLVRIWKHGDWDZLOOEHKDUGHUWKDQLQ
DVLQJOHV\VWHP2QO\RIUHVSRQGHQWV
FDSWXUHGDQGDQDO\VHGGDWDXVLQJWKLUG
SDUW\V\VWHPVEXLOWIRUWKHMRE
4XLWHZK\UHWDLOHUVDUHQ¶WGRLQJPRUH
WRJHWWRWKHURRWRIUHWXUQVLVVRPHZKDW
SX]]OLQJ7KRXJKWKHIRFXVIRUUHWDLOHUVLV
QDWXUDOO\RQVDOHVWKHUHDUHELJZLQVWREH
PDGHIURPXQGHUVWDQGLQJDQGDGGUHVVLQJ
UHWXUQVWRR
%XWDJDLQVRPHUHWDLOHUVEHOLHYHWKHUHLV
RQO\VRPXFKWKH\FDQGRVLQFHFRQVXPHU
HUURUFDQDOVRSOD\DSDUWLQUHWXUQV³:H
SXWDVPXFKLQIRUPDWLRQDVSRVVLEOHRQ
WKHZHEVLWHDERXWWKHSURGXFWEXWLWZLOO
QRWHOLPLQDWHDOOUHWXUQVEHFDXVHVRPH
SHRSOHZRQ¶WUHDGLWRUPDNHZURQJ
DVVXPSWLRQV´VDLGRQHUHVSRQGHQW
8QGHUVWDQGLQJUHWXUQVLVNH\$W
IDVKLRQUHWDLOHU+REEVPDUNHWLQJGLUHFWRU
&ODUH'REELHVD\VWKDWJHWWLQJWRWKHURRW
RIZK\SHRSOHDUHUHWXUQLQJLVRQHRI
WKHELJJHVWUHWXUQVFKDOOHQJHVDUHWDLOHU
IDFHV³,W¶VDERXWJHWWLQJKRQHVWDFFXUDWH
UHDVRQVIRUUHWXUQLQJ´VKHVD\V7KLVLV
HDVLHUVDLGWKDQGRQHEXWUHWDLOHUVDUH
GRLQJPRUHWRJHWWKHUH2QFHDUHWDLOHU
XQGHUVWDQGVWKRVHUHDVRQVLWFDQGR
VRPHWKLQJDERXWWKHP

•
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RETURNS TRENDS – FRAUD

The impact of a
little white lie

ALTHOUGH SMALL IN SCALE RETURNS THROUGH WARDROBING
AND FRAUD CAN HAVE A BIG IMPACT ON BUSINESS SO HOW CAN
RETAILERS BETTER IDENTIFY AND TACKLE IT?

I

n the majority of cases shoppers
return product for good reason –
they’ve over ordered, tried for size,
changed their mind or product is
QRW¿WIRUSXUSRVH
However when asked what their biggest
challenge was in handling returns 12%
of retailers said it was the problem
RIIUDXGXOHQWUHWXUQV7KHVDPH
percentage also cited fraud as being
one of the major drivers behind returns
too – that is whether customers
taking back stolen goods or returning
products once they have served their
XVH
Vicky Brock, CEO of Clear
Returns, says that retailers commonly
XQGHUHVWLPDWHIUDXG³<RXJHWWZR
extreme visions – neither of which
DUHEDFNHGXSE\WKHGDWD<RXJHWWKH
VKRSÀRRUµHYHU\RQHLVDWLWYLHZ¶DQG
WKHPDUNHWLQJYLHZWKDWµRXUFXVWRPHUV
DUHORYHO\DQGGRQ¶WGRWKDW¶7KRVH
views are extreme and inaccurate,” she
VD\V
As a proportion of sales fraudulent
returns are a small problem for retailers
EXWDVLJQL¿FDQWSUREOHPQRQHWKHOHVV
Although over half (58%) of retailers in
our survey said that fraudulent returns
accounted for less than 1 per cent of
their returns nearly a third (31%) said it
accounted for between 2 and 5% of their
UHWXUQV)RURIUHWDLOHUVIUDXGXOHQW
returns accounted for 5 to 10% of their
UHWXUQVDQGIRURIUHWDLOHUVIRURYHU
6LJQL¿FDQWO\DTXDUWHURIUHWDLOHUVDOVRVDLG
that fraudulent returns were an increasing
SUREOHP
6RZKDWFDQUHWDLOHUVGR")RUIDVKLRQ
retailers the problem is particularly rife
because of the trend of wardrobing – where
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customers return products having worn
WKHP$W:DUHKRXVHGLJLWDOPHUFKDQGLVHU
Liam Price says such behaviour is dealt
with on a case by case basis although fraud
LVDVPDOOSDUWRILWVUHWXUQV³:HKDYHD
hunch that a minority of our customers
are wardrobing and we have procedures in

place at our refurbishment centre to ensure
that only stock not worn is returned for
UHVDOH:HKDYHDQLQWHUQDOWUDFNLQJV\VWHP
handled by our customer services team and
any repeated suspicious behaviour will be
ÀDJJHGDQGDJDLQGHDOWZLWKRQDFDVHE\
FDVHEDVLV´KHVD\V
At Debenhams logistics carrier manager
Vinesh Chauhan says the search is thorough
WRUHFRJQLVHIUDXGXOHQWO\UHWXUQHGJRRGV
³:HFKHFNIRUODEHOVEHLQJLQWDFWDQGDOVR
WKHLWHPEHLQJUHWXUQHG)RUH[DPSOHZLWKD
duvet in a box we will check the duvet is the
FRUUHFWRQHDQGQRWDFKHDSHUEUDQGGXYHW
:HKDYHV\VWHPVWRVKRZFXVWRPHUVWKDW
DUHSUROL¿FIUDXGVWHUV´KHVD\V
)UDXGFDQDOVRRFFXUIURP³IULHQGO\

fraud” where the customer advises the
UHWDLOHURIIDLOHGGHOLYHULHVRUUHWXUQV
Boden’s customer service manager
Peter Hutton says the behaviour of such
customers can be almost blindingly
REYLRXV³4XLWHRIWHQVRPHRQHZKRLV
playing the game of missing returns
also plays the game of missing items
GLVSDWFKHG<RXFDQVHHDSDWWHUQWKDWLV
TXLWHDPD]LQJ´KHVD\V
Hutton says that those that do play
the fraud game rarely assume that their
purchases or returns are being tracked
and can be surprised when a retailer
proves a history of fraudulent activity
ZLWKWKHP³,I\RXDUHJRLQJWREHD
fraudster and lie you have to have a good
PHPRU\´KHVD\V
Research from Clear Returns suggests
in the fashion retail industry a typical
wardrober sends back more than 20
LWHPVD\HDU,WV(&+2PDQDJHPHQWWRRO
WKHUHIRUHKHOSVWRÀDJXSVXFKDFWLYLW\
analysing behaviour around returns
which then allows the retailer to take
preventative action – such as the ability to
UHIXVHWRIXO¿OWKHRUGHULQWKH¿UVWSODFHRU
WRUHIXVHWKHUHWXUQ³:HWU\WRPDNHVXUH
we empower the retailer – ensure they are
right with a back story of data to know they
DUHGHDOLQJZLWKUHWXUQVIUDXG´VD\V%URFN
Jonathan Smith, general manager of
UHWXUQVDW,)RUFHVD\VGDWDDQGWUDFNLQJLV
extremely important in reducing returns
IUDXG³:HVD\WRWKHFOLHQWUHWXUQVDUHD
customer opportunity and not a logistical or
IUDXGFKDOOHQJH:HDUHXVLQJRXUUHYHUVH
logistics data reporting to remove the fraud
LVVXH,W¶VDOODERXWWUDFHDELOLW\DQGWKHGDWD
DQGWKHGDWDÀRZDQGZHKDYHGHYHORSHG
systems that give clients that type of data,”
VD\V6PLWK

•

RETURNS TRENDS – DROP AND RETURN

Moving to the
point of no return
C

JUST AS CLICK AND COLLECT HAS MADE SALES EASIER SO DROP
AND RETURN CAN IMPROVE THE EASE OF RETURNS
lick and collect is offering
huge potential for retailers
to boost sales since it
assures a sale and gets the
customer instore to upsell

to as well.
But does the same apply for drop and
return? In principle the ability
for customers to return products
bought via other channels instore
RIIHUVWKHVDPHEHQH¿WVDVFOLFN
DQGFROOHFWZLWKWKHDGGHGEHQH¿W
of improving customer satisfaction
since the customer can be refunded
immediately rather than have to wait
on the mercy of Royal Mail and their
banks for a refund.
At department store group
Debenhams logistics carrier manager
Vinesh Chauhan says this is the
PDMRUEHQH¿WIRUKLVFRPSDQ\³:H
promote returns to store as being the
quickest way to get a refund,” he says.
But Vicky Brock, CEO of Clear
Returns, says retailers often miss out
on the chance to sell more in their
haste to offer a convenient hassle free
returns experience.
She cites an occasion where she
returned a pair of slippers to a store
and was given a refund. Though the
process was swift and hassle free she
said she actually left disappointed
because staff had the opportunity
to sell her alternative product and
GLGQ¶W³,ZDQWHGVRPHVOLSSHUVEXW
ended up spending the refund card
on groceries I would have bought
anyway yet they thought they had
done everything right. I think there’s
a lot of good old fashioned retail common
sense that goes out of the window when
it comes to returns. Retailers look at the
customer experience part and ‘have we

IXO¿OOHGWKHLUQHHG¶EXWWKHµKDYHZHJRW
them to buy something’ can get dropped,”
VKHVD\V³:KHUHUHWXUQVDUHEHLQJSXVKHG
LQWRVWRUHWKHUHLVGDQJHU:KDWLVPLVVLQJ
there is the opportunity to turn that into
what the customer wants,” she says.
The other challenge is that drop and

return only works effectively for those that
have actually invested in the systems to
manage it since the retailer needs to be able
to clearly track customer history and activity

across all channels. In our survey nearly a
third (31%) of respondents said that they
had reacted to this change by introducing
a single customer view that allows them
to manage the issue of buying online and
return to store and making it an easier
process for customers.
$OPRVWRQHLQ¿YHUHVSRQGHQWV
(24%) however said that they
were still trying to manage the
complexities of return to store for
goods bought online. The challenge
is not only in the physical tracking
and tracing of customer buying
and product return but also in the
psychological too. Although store
staff are starting to embrace the
FRQFHSWRIPDQDJLQJRUIXO¿OOLQJD
sale instore that has been credited
to the online channel the challenge
of returns instore is that the shop
assistant and staff on a local level are
left feeling penalised by having to
handle and manage product instore
that has been bought elsewhere.
As we have already mentioned the
trend for click and collect is booming
and it’s a service most retailers are
HPEUDFLQJWKDQNVWRWKHEHQH¿WV
LWEULQJV:KHQDVNHGLIWKH\ZHUH
seeing a similar trend in the rise of
drop and return over a third (34%)
said it was still minimal. However
a further quarter (27%) said it was
a rising trend and 9% said they had
seen the same rise as in click and
collect.
The research suggests that once
they overcome the challenges of drop
and return instore the process will
become smoother and more acceptable to
all and once store staff also use this as an
opportunity to immediately satisfy customer
QHHGWKHEHQH¿WVFRXOGEHKXJH

•
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RETURNS TRENDS – COST OF RETURNS

A small price to
pay for returns?

THE DEBATE OVER WHETHER TO PAY FOR RETURNS HAS LONG BEEN
RAGING. SHOULD CUSTOMERS BE FORCED TO PAY FOR RETURNS OR
DOES THE BENEFIT OF ENCOURAGING CUSTOMERS TO OVERSPEND
OUTWEIGH THE DISADVANTAGES?

S

hould you make customers
SD\",WVEHQH¿WVDUHREYLRXV
DQGLQUHVSRQVHWRRXUVXUYH\
PRUHWKDQDWKLUG  RI
UHVSRQGHQWVVDLGWKH\IHOW
WKDWWKH\ZHUHJUHDWIRUEXLOGLQJWUXVWDQG
EDVNHWVL]H)RUPDQ\UHWDLOHUVIUHHUHWXUQV
DUHVLPSO\DQREUDLQHU³:H¿QGWKDWSDLG
UHWXUQVGHWUDFWVFXVWRPHUVIURPRUGHULQJ
LQWKH¿UVWSODFH,WLVGH¿QLWHO\DQHQDEOHU´
VD\V9LQHVK&KDXKDQORJLVWLFV
FDUULHUPDQDJHUIRUGHSDUWPHQW
VWRUHJLDQW'HEHQKDPV
$WIDVKLRQUHWDLOHU:DUHKRXVH
GLJLWDOPHUFKDQGLVHU/LDP3ULFH
VD\VWKDWIUHHUHWXUQVDUHFRUH
WRWKHFRPSDQ\¶VVWUDWHJ\³)UHH
UHWXUQVDUHDQLQWHJUDOSDUWRI
RXUVHUYLFHSURSRVLWLRQDQG
VRPHWKLQJZHNQRZRXUFXVWRPHU
H[SHFWVZKHQVKRSSLQJZLWKXV´
KHVD\V
,QGHHGKHEHOLHYHVLWFDQ
EHGDPDJLQJWRDEUDQGWR
FKDUJHDFXVWRPHU³$FXVWRPHU
UHWXUQLQJDQLWHPPHDQVWKDW
VRPHWKLQJLVQ¶WTXLWHULJKWVRLW¶V
RXUUHVSRQVLELOLW\WRPDNHWKH
H[SHULHQFHDVSRVLWLYHDVSRVVLEOHWRHQVXUH
ZHUHWDLQWKHFXVWRPHUDVDOR\DOVKRSSHU´
KHVD\V
³:HVHHDORWRIFRPSDQLHVWKDWKDYH
JURZQVXFFHVVIXOO\E\RIIHULQJIUHHUHWXUQV
±VXFKDV$626ZKRRIIHUIUHHGHOLYHU\
DQGUHWXUQVZRUOGZLGH,QP\RSLQLRQLW¶V
VRPHWKLQJWKDW¶VH[WUHPHO\GHVLUDEOHWR
FRQVXPHUVDQGDJUHDWZD\IRUERRVWLQJ
FRQ¿GHQFHIRUVRPHRQHWRWU\DEUDQG
WKH\¶YHQRWWULHGEHIRUH´VD\V+HUPHVVDOHV
DQGPDUNHWLQJGLUHFWRU*DU\:LQWHU
%XWWKHRIIHURIIUHHGHOLYHU\FRPHVDW

DELJJHUFRVWIRUWKHUHWDLOHUVLQFHWKH\DUH
H[SHQVLYHWRKDQGOHDQGQHHGWREHEXLOW
LQWRPDUJLQV
,QWKHVXUYH\RQHLQ¿YHUHVSRQGHQWV
VDLGWKH\RIIHUHGIUHHUHWXUQVVRPHZKDW
JUXGJLQJO\±VD\LQJWKDWWKH\ZHUH
H[SHQVLYHDQGHQFRXUDJHFXVWRPHUVWRRYHU
RUGHUZLWKWKHYHU\LQWHQWLRQRIUHWXUQLQJ
SURGXFWWKDWLVQ¶WVXLWDEOHEXWWKDWWKH\
KDYHWRRIIHUWKHP

$VDFRPSDQ\WKDWIDFLOLWDWHVUHWXUQV
:LQWHUVD\V+HUPHVKDVWRFRYHUDOOEDVHV
ZLWKWKHVHUYLFHVLWRIIHUVWRUHWDLOHUV³6RPH
UHWDLOHUVDUHH[WUHPHO\NHHQWRSURPRWH
WKDWWKH\RIIHUIUHHUHWXUQVEXWWKHQ\RX
KDYHRWKHUVWKDWUHDOO\ZRXOGQRWOLNHWR
KDYHUHWXUQVVRZHKDYHWRHQVXUHZH
KDYHVROXWLRQVWKDWFRYHUWKDWVSHFWUXPRI
DWWLWXGH´KHVD\V
2XUUHVHDUFKVKRZHGWKDWPDQ\UHWDLOHUV
RIIHUIUHHUHWXUQVVSDULQJO\-XVWXQGHUD
WKLUG  RIUHVSRQGHQWVVDLGWKH\RIIHUHG
IUHHUHWXUQVRQDOOWKHLUVDOHVDQGQHDUO\KDOI

 VDLGWKH\RIIHUHGIUHHUHWXUQVRQXSWR
RIWKHLUVDOHV$QDGGLWLRQDORIIHUHG
IUHHUHWXUQVIRURIWKHLUVDOHVDQG
RQEHWZHHQKDOIDQGWKUHHTXDUWHUVRI
WKHLUVDOHV
$WFDWDORJXHUHWDLOHU%RGHQFXVWRPHU
VHUYLFHPDQDJHU3HWHU+XWWRQVD\VWKH
FRPSDQ\KDVLQFUHDVLQJO\XVHGUHWXUQV
WDFWLFDOO\DVDPDUNHWLQJWRROWRLQFUHDVH
VDOHV³,WJRHVRXWDVSDUWRIWKHRIIHU±
XVXDOO\YLDHPDLO:HWKHQDWWDFK
DQRIIHUFRGHWRWKHFDWDORJXHWRR´
KHVD\V
+XWWRQVD\VWKHWDFWLFZRUNVZHOO
³6RPHRIWKHELJJHUUHWDLOHUVXVH
IUHHUHWXUQVDVDEODQNHWWRROEXW
RQFH\RXDUHLQWKHKLJKHUHQGRIWKH
PDUNHWVRPHKRZ\RXSD\IRUIUHH
UHWXUQVLQWKHRULJLQDOSXUFKDVH
Others are more reluctant to take
WKHKLWRIIUHHUHWXUQVDWDOO1HDUO\D
WKLUG  RIUHVSRQGHQWVVDLGWKH\
ZHUHQ¶WVXLWDEOHIRUWKHLUEXVLQHVV
DQGWKHUHIRUHWKH\GLGQ¶WRIIHUWKHP
$IXUWKHUVDLGWKDWWKH\RQO\
XVHGWKHPDVDWDFWLFDOPDUNHWLQJ
WRROZKLOVWRIUHVSRQGHQWVVDLG
WKDWIRUWKHPWKHFRVWRIIUHHUHWXUQV
RXWZHLJKHGWKHLUEHQH¿WVDQGWKHUHIRUHWKH\
ZHUHORRNLQJWRUHGXFHRUSKDVHRXWWKHXVH
RIIUHHUHWXUQVZLWKLQWKHLUEXVLQHVV
$WMHZHOOHU\RQOLQHUHWDLOHU
'LDPRQG*HH]HUFRP&(2&OLYH%LOOLQJ
TXHVWLRQVZK\UHWDLOHUVQHHGWRSD\IRU
UHWXUQVDWDOO³,¶GEHYHU\XSVHWLIZHJDYH
money back on postage back to us because
,EHOLHYHWKDWDWUDQVDFWLRQLVDPXWXDO
WKLQJ´KHVD\V³<RXFDQ¶WGULYHEDFNWR
0 6DQGVD\KHUH¶VP\SHWUROUHFHLSW´KH
SRLQWVRXW
2SLQLRQLWVHHPVUHPDLQVGLYLGHG

•
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Getting your
money back
GIVEN THE EXPENSE OF DEALING WITH RETURNS EFFICIENT
RETURNS PROCESSING IS VITAL TO MAXIMISE SELL THROUGH
VALUE BUT ARE RETAILERS DOING ENOUGH?

G

iven retailers have said
their biggest challenge is
in the asset recovery of
goods – half of retailers
said this was their
biggest challenge when we asked them
in our returns survey -- it is only natural

they will want to recover as much value
from returned products as possible but
how do they do it?
Our survey looked at the routes that
retailers were commonly taking to
recover value from returned products. It
showed that reworking and refurbishing

product for resale remained the most
SRSXODUDQGSUR¿WDEOHZD\RIUHFRYHULQJ
value from products that had been
returned with 40% of retailers choosing
this route.
At fashion retailer Warehouse the
retailer refurbishes all products that are
in a resalable condition in line with the
company’s packing guidelines and then
resells such stock through its standard
website – an increasingly common
practise for retailers. Fellow fashion
retailer Hobbs does the same: “Our
product goes back onto the web rather
than to store,” says Clare Dobbie,
marketing director at Hobbs.
At DiamondGeezer.com CEO Clive
Billing makes most rings to order and
therefore can’t simply sell on returned
rings but instead has to specify when
ULQJVDUHUHWXUQHG/LNHWKHRQHLQ¿YH
retailers (21%) in our survey he has an
onward sales proposition in place. The
survey showed that 16% of retailers
sold returned product on a seconds or
outlet site to maximise resale value.
This is something Billing has just
launched with an eBay site debuting at
the end of last year. Despite its newness
he says the channel has worked well as
a method of clearing stock. “We sold
RIZKDWZHSXWXSLQWKH¿UVW
days,” he says.
How retailers handle faulty product
also varies by retailer. At Warehouse
digital merchandiser Liam Price says
it’s only small proportion of stock
that cannot simply be resold. “We
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have a very small percentage of stock
OHVVWKDQ ZKLFKLVQRW¿WIRU
UHVDOH´KHVD\V³7KLVLVLGHQWL¿HGDW
the point of return and then manually
dealt with. This product will either be
mended by our in house team of garment
technologists or sold via eBay with a
% off the RRP clearly stating the fault,”
he says.
At Fox’s Outdoor the
challenge of dealing
with large products
that customers can
misunderstand – such
as tents – makes returns
even more challenging.
“If the item is sent back as
unwanted or unsuitable we
will only accept it back if
it is in the same condition
as when we shipped it, so
the product should be able
to be sold again as new on
the website or in our store,”
says manager Andy Young.
Faulty items will be sent
back to the manufacturer
for credit or replacement.
However he admits it can
be problematic selling
products on that aren’t
faulty but where the
customer insists it is because of the
complicated nature of tents. “Where
something is not faulty but the customer
insists it is and we compromise we may
sell it at a discount to minimise our
ORVVHVEXWXVXDOO\LQVWRUHDVLWLVGLI¿FXOW
to show a product effectively if it is used,
otherwise it might come back again,” he
says.
At Boden faulty returns are either
destroyed or sold off. The retailer has a
unique channel for such returns selling
out of season product and faulty but still
saleable items with regional warehouse
town hall sales that have since expanded
into showground sales which take
place monthly at a number of locations
in the UK and which are promoted
through local and email marketing.
“They are very cheap and well-liked by
our customers,” says customer services
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manager Peter Hutton.
Though it didn’t show as a high
proportion of respondents in our survey
a number of retailers also dispose of
product through charities. At Warehouse
Price says the retailer may send out
of season product to its charity whilst
Boden also passes on product to charityincluding a group of children from

Chernobyl that the company regular kits
out. In our survey 3% of retailers said
that they gave returned items to charity.
Retailers are looking at a number of
ways of improving returns rates and
UHWXUQVSURFHVVLQJHI¿FLHQF\PDQ\
of which are examined in more detail
later in this report, but sometimes even
some of the simplest changes can be the
most effective – especially for smaller
businesses. At DiamondGeezer.com
CEO Clive Billing says the site has gone
through a number of evolutions. “Our
returns instructions used to be a typed
text page. We added images that showed
the process of take the ring, put it in the
bag, put the bag in a jiffy bag and put the
bag in registered mail but we still had
people phoning up so we made a video
on how to return goods,” says Billing.
Whilst the concept may sound slightly

over the top it has actually worked
and reduced queries dealt with by the
company. Similarly Billing says the
retailer has also reduced costs by making
the customer do the paperwork. “They
¿OOHGLQDIRUPSUHYLRXVO\EXWUHDGLQJ
WKHPZDVGLI¿FXOWVRZHWUDQVIHUUHGWKH
form online so they can only put in the
information we want them too. That also
populates our backend
and means we’ve already
got them booked on to our
system which prevents us
having to employ someone
to book in returns,” he
says.
Vicky Brock, CEO of
Clear Returns, says change
is coming on improving
ROI on returns. “We
will see an awful lot of
innovation and process
over the next 18 months
because it’s just not
sustainable to keep having
this stock moving around
at peak. You can’t do that
LQGH¿QLWHO\´VKHVD\V
Clear Returns’
predictive tool looks at the
reasons why customers
are bringing product back
in an effort to help retailers better stop
VXFKEHKDYLRXULQWKH¿UVWSODFH³7KH
shopper themselves tends to assume
what happens is that non faulty returned
stock goes into store and half hour later
its back on shelf in store but that’s not
the case,” she says.
She also highlights the problems of
electronics returns – what she calls the
sizing issue of the electronics world. “In
electronics a common returns reason
is that it’s faulty but when it goes back
to the central warehouse only a tiny
proportion are actually faulty and yet
there is all the cost of it going back and
being tested. There’s a big education
piece to be done there,” she says.
How quickly the retail world learns the
lessons that returns have to teach them
will determine how quickly retailers
improve their ROI around returns.

•
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The impact of the environment
The survey showed that 7% of retailers disposed of returned
FNNCRATSHS@KRNHCDMSHƥDC@MNSGDQVNQQXHMFSQDMCŔSG@S
nearly two thirds (58%) of respondents to the survey said
that they didn’t track what was being done with product that
came back and couldn’t be resold. Instead most simply write
SGDRSNBJNƤ
The environmental impact of returns is one that has yet to
be adequately tackled and yet doing so could in turn actually
help reduce returns according to some experts.
6GHKRSL@MXK@QFDQDS@HKDQRCNG@UD@SNK@MCƥKKONKHBX
as part of their general CSR commitments the amount of
handling and reworking of product to resell or even to
dispose via other sales routes means they can overlook the
real impact of returns. Not so at Sainsbury’s according to
reverse logistics manager Steph Tite. She says product is sold
in the secondary market and debranded where applicable. “If
product cannot be resold, it is recycled in line with our zero
V@RSDSNK@MCƥKKONKHBX ŚRGDR@XR 
She says the retailer also works hard to minimise the
environmental impact of its returns. “We consolidate returns
and utilise reverse transport journeys in order to minimise
UDGHBKDLNUDLDMSR ^6D@KRNVNQJSN@YDQNV@RSDSNK@MCƥKK
ONKHBX@BQNRRENNC@MCMNM ENNCQDSTQMR ŚRGDR@XR 
But could retailers be doing more to educate customers or
do customers simply assume product is put straight back out
on shelf at the store they have returned product in? At Clear
Returns CEO Vicky Brock says the company is working on
SDBGMNKNFXSG@SVHKKRGNVSGDBTRSNLDQSGDBNRSNECHƤDQDMS
return options to allow them to more readily realize the
impact of their returns habits so that they can make a more
informed decision about why and how they return goods.
“It’s something we have developed out of our own appalling
QDSTQMG@AHSR ŚRGDR@XRBHSHMFSGDDW@LOKDNE@AHMRGD
returned because the colour wasn’t quite right. When she
later learnt how much handling that return cost the retailer
she says she felt embarrassed and wouldn’t have done the
return had she realised the impact it would have.
ř(SŗR@MDWODQHLDMSSG@SVHKKKDSQDS@HKDQRRGNVSGDCHƤDQDMS
BNRSR (SŗRPTHSD@CHƤDQDMSSGHMFSNR@XBNTKCVDDMBNTQ@FD
the customer to do the right thing but we feel shoppers don’t
really have any idea of what the implication of their behaviour
HR ŚRGDR@XR 
1DS@HKDQRFDMDQ@KKXƥMCSGDHQBTRSNLDQCNMŗSDUDMSGHMJ
about such implications. “It’s not a priority for customers it
VNTKCRDDL ŚR@XR'NAARŗL@QJDSHMFCHQDBSNQ"K@QD#NAAHD 
/DSDQ'TSSNM BTRSNLDQRDQUHBDRL@M@FDQ@S!NCDM ADKHDUDR
SGDR@LD ř(CNMŗSSGHMJHSHMƦTDMBDRSGDBTRSNLDQŗRCDBHRHNM
to send it back. They send it back for a very good reason and
the vast majority of goods are tried on just once. We only
have the odd customer who literally buys hundreds of pounds
of clothing and sends it all back and they’ve never opened
it but most customers have bought something because they
SGHMJSGDXV@MSHS ŚGDR@XR 

At Warehouse digital merchandiser Liam Price says
customers don’t think of the implications themselves. “I don’t
think this is something at the forefront of our customers
mind when returning a product, she just wants her product
DWBG@MFDCNQLNMDXA@BJ ŚGDR@XR 3GDQDS@HKDQ@KQD@CXG@R
various procedures in place, particularly internationally, to
ensure that returns are consolidated to minimise the carbon
impact of transportation but he says it could well be an area
of further focus for the future. “I have no doubt this will be
something we focus on further in the years to come both from
@MDMUHQNMLDMS@MCBNRSODQRODBSHUD ŚGDR@XR 

Getting greener alternative
return methods
Another
possible
solution
for
retailers
wanting
to
improve
their
green
credentials around returns comes through the use of
alternative returns methods for their shoppers.
Although goods are more commonly returned via the
ONRSNƧBD BNKKDBSDCEQNLGNLDNQS@JDMSNRSNQDSGD
proportion of customers returning product through third
party collection points – which being in convenience
RSNQDR@MCNSGDQKNB@KUDMTDRL@JDRSGDL@FQDDMDQ
NOSHNMŔHR@KRNNMSGDHMBQD@RD DRODBH@KKX@RBNLO@MHDR
RTBG@R'DQLDRATHKCSGDHQMDSVNQJRHMSGHR@QD@ 
'DQLDR VGHBGQTMRSGDLX'DQLDR/@QBDK2GNOMDSVNQJ
BTQQDMSKXG@R@QNTMC /@QBDK2GNOKNB@SHNMR@MC
HR@HLHMFENQ AXSGDDMCNE2DOSDLADQ "TQQDMSKX
@QNTMCNESGD4*L@HMK@MCONOTK@SHNMHRVHSGHM
SVNLHKDRNE@LXGDQLDR/@QBDK2GNO 'DQLDRŗR@KDR
@MCL@QJDSHMFCHQDBSNQ&@QX6HMSDQR@XRRTBGBNKKDBSHNM
ONHMSRNƤDQ@U@KT@AKDQDSTQMR@KSDQM@SHUDRHMBDSGDX
are an even more local than their store alternative for
customers. “The biggest impact we have in miles is
scale. The bigger we are the shorter the journey and
that reduces the carbon impact. Anything we can do to
LHMHLHRDSG@SGDKORHLLD@RTQ@AKX ŚGDR@XR
MCHSŗR@FQNVHMFSQDMCSNN .TQQDRD@QBGRGNVDCSG@S
MD@QKX@SGHQCNEQDS@HKDQR@QDMNVNƤDQHMFSGHQC
party collection points as an option for their returns.
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Learning
from returns

RETAILERS KNOW THAT A POOR RETURNS EXPERIENCE CAN BE
EVEN MORE DAMAGING THAN A POOR SALES EXPERIENCE SINCE
IT WRECKS TRUST BUT COULD THEY BE DOING MORE TO LEARN
FROM A RETURN?

O

ffer a poor sales
experience and you
could lose a sale and
perhaps a customer.
Offer a poor returns
experience and not only will both the
above happen but you will likely have
also angered the customer enough that
further bad mouthing of your business –
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whether privately to friends and family or
more publicly on social media – is likely.
Yet learning from a returns experience
– whether good or bad – is the very
best way of improving the experience
for customers old and new alike. In
our survey therefore we looked at how
retailers capture feedback from their
customers on their experiences when

returning goods.
Jan Vels Jensen, chief marketing
RI¿FHUDW7UXVWSLORWVD\VUHWDLOHUVPXVW
use returns to their advantage. “Returns
are going to happen, so as a retailer it
is important to make sure you learn
something from them,” he says.
Worryingly a massive 43% said that
they didn’t capture feedback on such
experiences meaning that they are likely
to be missing out on rich learnings within
their business.
Retailers need to improve their
effectiveness in this area. More than a
third (38%) said they monitored returns
experiences through online surveys.
However the take-up of such surveys
is often low so the value of doing this
LVGRXEWIXO&ORVHWRRQHLQ¿YH  
VDLGWKH\PRQLWRUHGIHHGEDFNE\VSHFL¿F
follow up calls with the customer and
YLDIHHGEDFNFDUGV
Liam Price, digital merchandiser
at Warehouse, says the experience
of customers is a big consideration
for the retailer when reviewing the
returns proposition it offers and that
it works hard to communicate with its
customers on this. “Customer retention
is so important particularly in such a
competitive retail environment. We speak
to our customer weekly via return surveys
WRD ¿QGRXWZK\VKHUHWXUQHGDQGE 
how was her experience of returning.
7KLVLVVRPHWKLQJZHWKHQUHYLHZRQD
monthly basis,” he says.
At this point any negative trends are
highlighted and then the appropriate
action taken. Price says this also works
well with the customer since it shows

LEARNING FROM RETURNS

the retailer cares enough to take action.
“This is also a great way to re-engage
the customer by apologizing, offering to
listen and reminding her about all the
newness hitting down onsite. A return
should not been as a negative, it’s another
sales channel that needs to be optimised,”
he says.
Trustpilot’s Vels Jensen agrees: “The
depth of consumer data we can track
today provides unique insights for
managing returns, but it still remains
crucial to ask for feedback
when someone returns
something,” he says.
“If you understand the
reasons behind a return,
you can try and stop it
from reoccurring and it
creates a human angle
especially important for
online retailers,” he says.
Andy Young, manager
at outdoor retailer
Fox’s Outdoor, says his
business will work hard
to ensure the customer
is happy since customer
service is so important in
retaining customers that
have already spent with
you and who you don’t
want to lose in the future.
“You only lose a customer
once but you spend a small fortune in
DWWUDFWLQJWKHPLQWKH¿UVWSODFH´KH
says. “Being able to deal with a return to
the customer’s satisfaction is an excellent
way to keep a customer for life and
actually turn a negative into a positive.
We rarely say no to a customer,” he says.
He believes that speed is of the essence
when it comes to the best resolution for
a returns issue. “We know when there
LVDSUREOHPZKHQZH¿UVWJHWWKHHPDLO
complaint or when the parcel drops into
our returns tray and we solve it by dealing
with it immediately as people get anxious
that they are not going to get their money
back. Regular communication is the key,”
he says.
And as another small business
DiamondGeezer.com CEO Clive Billing
shares the same ethos. “We do bend over
backwards and make it as fast as possible.
We refund their card immediately on

receipt of goods but also advise them that
it can take credit card companies take
three days to refund. We handle returns
with the same attention and care as we
handle a sale because we want people to
have the same sales experience. It’s very
important that our customers love us,”
he says.
Since this need to keep the customer
happy is so crucial – since realizing that
¿UVWO\WKHUHKDVEHHQQHJDWLYHIHHGEDFN
and secondly acting on it can be the

difference between losing or keeping a
customer in the future - we asked in our
survey how retailers addressed negative
feedback regarding returned items.
The responses varied. “Our response is
through the same medium (email, social
media etc) as feedback is given. There
is always an apology and it is handled
sensitively, but the rest of the response is
personalised and varies according to the
situation,” said one retailer in the survey.
Whilst some will deal with such
feedback in the same public arena in
ZKLFKLWZDV¿UVWDLUHGRWKHUVZLOOWDNH
WKHFRPSODLQWRIÀLQHDVVRRQDVSRVVLEOH
with the issue acknowledged online but
WKHFRPSODLQWWKHQGHDOWZLWKRIÀLQH
via the customer service team. “We
contact the negative customer and post
a response on the medium used to place
negative post,” says one retailer.
Usually this is on social media

channels such as Facebook and Twitter
and means therefore that a retailer has to
keep on top of monitoring such channels.
At catalogue retailer Boden customer
services manager Peter Hutton says
the retailer monitors social media very
closely. “Every Facebook comment is
read and we go back to the customer if we
need to,” he says. He also highly rates its
effectiveness as a learning and customer
service channel and for getting honest
feedback from a customer. “That’s one of
the better ways of getting
direct feedback. Facebook
is becoming a really good
way of picking up things
when customers are
upset,” he says.
Yet despite this and
the growing trend to use
social media for both
praise and complaints
our survey showed that
that only 17% of retailers
said they kept an eye on
social media for feedback
on experiences when
returning goods.
Retailers generally
know that customers are
rarely understanding –
only 11% said that their
customers appreciated
that returns are hard to
manage – and nearly a third (29%) said
that their customer’s typical reaction to a
negative returns experience would be to
write about it on social media. This point
PDNHVWKHSUHYLRXV¿JXUHVHYHQPRUH
shocking.
Our survey also showed that upset
customers wouldn’t simply restrict their
bad feeling to one channel. As well as
the proportion who would take to social
media our survey also showed that 28%
would write about the experience on an
online review platform and nearly two
thirds (65%) would call or send an email
to complain.
Worryingly 40% of retailers admitted
that they realized that a typical reaction
of their customers to a poor returns
experience would be to not buy from
WKHPDJDLQ±D¿JXUHWKH\UHDOO\FDQ¶W
afford not be addressing and showing the
importance of learning from returns.

•
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The importance of reviews
Of course feedback on returns isn’t restricted simply to such
channels. Another growing channel of feedback is customer
reviews – either on the company’s own sites or third party
sites. And retailers realise their importance. When asked in our
survey what they thought
about online reviews more
than half said they saw
them as very important
as a source of feedback;
were very important for
measuring customer
satisfaction and said that
monitoring reviews written
about their company was
very important to them.
Their feelings are
perhaps best summed up
by this respondent to the
survey whose approach
epitomizes good practice
in this area. “We are open
if a mistake is ours, or
we present a reasoned
argument if it is not. We
make sure our feedback
is visible mainly for the
ADMDƥSNEETSTQDBTRSNLDQR
who do look at reviews
and often focus on the
negative ones. We believe
it is important to show a
reasoned argument with
this type of feedback,” said
the retailer.
Jan Vels Jensen, chief
L@QJDSHMFNƧBDQ@S
Trustpilot, says reviews
platforms are vital.
“Especially in self-service
online environments
where support may be
perceived hard to access
or non-existent it is crucial
to create a feedback loop
between customer and
retailer for handling online
returns as it not only allows you to evaluate the quality of your
supply chain in real time, but gives you real-time insights into
the concerns and challenges a customer may encounter when
dealing with returns,” he says. “Online review platforms such
as Trustpilot’s empower the retailer to manage this feedback
through a controlled environment where they can not only
invite the customer to share their experience but also engage

26 | INTERNET RETAILING: RETURNS 2014

with them in real time to manage their expectations and
ensure customer satisfaction,” he says.
He also points out that reviews help to prevent returns
HMSGDƥQRSOK@BD ř3GDTRDQRSNQHDROQNUHCDCSGQNTFGNMKHMD
reviews allow shoppers
to avoid potential issues
VHSGOQNCTBSR NQSNƥMC
the product that is best
suited to its intended use
by reading the experiences
shared by their peers. These
reviews help the shopper
address questions, concerns
and issues that arise
during the buying process
without the need of a sales
assistant and provides the
reassurance or social proof
they seek after before
deciding on a purchase,”
he says.
Showing you have
listened to any complaint
is vital but with a returns
experience even more so.
Being seen to acknowledge
a complaint – whether
the complexities of that
complaint are managed
NMNQNƤKHMDHRBQTBH@K@MC
yet we saw some retailers
saying they take no action
against negative feedback
leaving it looking as
though they simply can’t
be bothered and leaving
the customer unhappy and
potentially badmouthing
the business.
Being seen to address the
problem is key and where
the retailer has truly been
shown to go beyond the call
of duty is vital. “We leave
personalised responses on
review websites leaving a
name and position within the company,” says one retailer in
the survey.
Vels Jensen says this is extremely important for repeat
custom. “No company wants to lose valued lifetime customers
over one mistake - online reviews are a useful communication
opportunity. Excellent customer service is a powerful retention
mechanism and a brilliant selling point,” he says.

CONCLUSION
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Conclusion...

F

or all the good work that
is being done in returns
processing and handling our
survey and research showed
there is still much more to be
done. The survey showed that, for many,
returns rates are rising and for some this is
not simply because of a comparable rise in
sales. Whilst some are addressing this with
improved returns options and solutions
others are seemingly ignoring the problem.
Doing so is little short of crazy.
Improving the process of returns isn’t just
good for customer retention but customer
loyalty and sales too. The research and
current thinking suggests that whilst
many retailers have a slick returns or
refund process in place, with ever more
convenient options such as third party
returns points, many are missing out on
the sales side of returns – that of simply
keeping the customer happy and the
product sold. Online retailers to be fair
often do this well but they have to in order

to prevent the shopper going elsewhere.
Instore however store staff often simply
go through the returns process without
trying to resell to the customer. Whilst the
customer doesn’t want to feel pressured
in many instances there is more to be
done on educating customers as to how
SURGXFWVZRUNDQG¿QGLQJRXWLIWKH\
would be interested in a different product
instead rather than simply issuing a
refund.
Retailers said in the survey that
maximising asset recovery is their biggest
challenge when handling returns – half
of those surveyed said so – but there
is much more to be done here. Proper,
HI¿FLHQWKDQGOLQJRIUHWXUQHGSURGXFW
through specialist companies and
returns processing centres are ensuring
higher levels of product than ever is
being returned, refurbished and resold,
maximising gain for the retailer and
reducing waste. Turnaround times are
improving and sales as a result.

Understanding the customer – both in
terms of what they are thinking and how
they are acting – is crucial when dealing
with returns. That ranges from simply
identifying returns patterns early on to
understanding when you have fraudulent
activity going on. As in sales data and
DQDO\WLFVLVLQFUHDVLQJO\NH\WR¿QGLQJ
patterns in returns that retailers can
actually act on whilst reviews really help to
understand in more qualitative detail what
the customer is thinking.
The survey showed that too many
retailers are putting off improving their
returns processes – some because they
don’t want to make returns too easy and
others because they simply don’t feel it’s a
priority or don’t have the budget to invest
in it. This is not good practise. Improving
WKHUHWXUQVSURFHVVGRHVQ¶WMXVWEHQH¿W
WKHFRQVXPHU±LWEHQH¿WVWKHUHWDLOHUWRR
Ignore that fact and it’s you as a business
that will be missing out. Returns is no
longer the poor relation of retailing.
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