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In the consumer’s mind, returns are no 
longer a black and white issue, they 
want it to be quick, painless, and load-

ed with options, which is exactly why mer-
chants need to step up their returns game.

One major pain point for merchants is 
addressing the time it takes to complete 
a returns transaction to the moment of 
initiation until the moment the order is 

placed back in inventory. But that doesn’t 
mean merchants are looking at returns as 
a lost cause or as an accepted loss of time 
and money. 

Because managing returns is complex 
— especially omnichannel returns — and 
takes up a lot of space in the warehouse, 
merchants are choosing to outsource their 
returns or are using very specific returns 

technologies to help them.
Consumers want to take action when 

they have a product that is malfunction-
ing, too tight, too small, or simply in the 
wrong color. According to a recent survey, 
62% of consumers said they made a return 
this year alone and 63% view an online re-
turns policy before making a purchase. 

This means two things: consumers un-
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derstand that not all purchases work out 
in the ecommerce world and want to be 
clear on what a brand’s policy is if a pur-
chase is unsatisfactory. And it means that 
merchants need to make sure their returns 
policy is in tip top shape.

When it comes to the ins and outs of 
your returns policy, there is no magic po-
tion. Like it or not, returns happen. An 
unsatisfactory returns protocol will affect 
your bottom line and customer satisfac-
tion. However, the returns headache can 
be avoided for both the merchant and the 
consumer, just as long as the right steps are 
taken. 

Leave the Legal Jargon Behind: One of 
the best customer service moves you can 
make is to keep your returns policies sim-
ple and easy to understand. This should 
not only decrease customer questions, but 
might result in less refunds taking place 
in-store or online.

Keep the Returns Policy Front and 
Center: You never want to hide your re-
turns policy from the consumer. The re-
turns policy should be posted on every-
thing from your website, to your receipts, 
to emails, and even on packaging. Some 
retailers are including their returns poli-
cies not only on package material, pack-
ing slips, and its own websites but also on 
their Facebook, Google+, and other social 
media sites. 

There is No Such Thing as a Final 
Sale: The most successful traditional brick 
and mortar stores accept returns, so why 
should online merchants be any differ-
ent? You should always stand behind your 
product, but if a customer is not happy and 
wants to make a return — let them.

30, 60, or 90 Day Returns: The ability 
to return an item should not be indefinite. 

Merchants must have a specific time frame 
for accepting returns. The best practice for 
returns should be anywhere between 30, 
60, or 90 days from purchase, although 
AmazonSupply boasts the 365-day return 
policy. There might be a shorter window 
for damaged or malfunctioning products, 
AmazonSupply, as an example, offers 30-
day returns for defective items.

Offer Exchange Options: When a cus-
tomer wants to return an item give them 
options such as an exchange, store credit, 
or a cash return. Merchants should make 
up their own policy and not feel pressure 

to offer full refunds. Full refunds should 
only occur if a product is damaged, bro-
ken, or malfunctioning. Even if a product 
did fall into one of those three categories, 
retailers should make every effort to re-
place the item, or give a full refund with-
out incurring any costs to the customer. 
But be sure to inspect every refund regard-
less of the reason why it is being returned. 

Your Staff is Key: For merchants with a 
brick-and-mortar store or contact center, 
the best customer service you can have 
is a smart, educated staff that is not only 
friendly, but up-to-date on all policies in-
cluding refunds.

Avoiding Returns with  
Site Search

While the points mentioned above are a 
great outline for your returns policy, there 
are ways to avoid a return all together. Mer-
chants can prevent most returns by offer-
ing accurate product descriptions, photos 

Merchants can prevent most 
returns by offering accurate product 
descriptions, photos and videos in 
an attempt to give the customer a 
360-degree view of the items sold.
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and videos in an attempt to give the cus-
tomer a 360-degree view of the items sold.

A recent report estimated that almost 
15% of holiday sales are returned or ex-
changed and more often than not it’s due 
to different size or color. Imagine what this 
meant when the 2012 holiday retail sales 
were estimated at $586.1 billion. And that 
is just the holidays; returns are made every 
day due to the dissatisfaction, over size, fit, 
and color.

Retailers can avoid consumer returns 
with solid site search optimization. To en-
sure that shoppers are getting the products 
they want from an ecommerce site, every 
product page should include validation, 
reviews, specs, and price. This is the heart 
of your product page and what will con-
vince your visitor to buy.

Product information should always in-
clude product features, specifications and 
benefits. It should be the next best thing to 
being in a traditional bricks-and-mortar 
store. Retailers need to include as much 
information as possible in order to keep a 
visitor engaged and educated on what ex-
actly they are buying.

Think of your product images as an ex-
tension of your brand and the store experi-
ence. Retailers should use high resolution 
images that can give a shopper confidence 
in the product they are buying online.

Since your visitor is not in the tradi-
tional store they cannot see or feel your 
products. This also means they cannot try 
them on or see how they fit or work, so if 
your site search is up-to-par and not full of 
surprises for the consumer, it should help 
lower your returns rate. 

Returns Fraud
Lowering the risk of returns should 

be high on the list for merchants, but so 

should avoiding returns fraud. Reports 
by the National Retail Federation have 
estimated that $9 billion was lost by mer-
chants in returns fraud in 2012. Online 
fraud alone resulted in roughly $3.5 billion 
in lost revenue in North America last year. 
This makes it imperative for retailers to 
step up and strengthen their cyber security.

The cost of fraud keeps growing for 
merchants. According to the LexisNexis 
2012 The Cost of Fraud study, retailers in 
2011 were paying, on average, $2.30 per 
every $1 lost in fraud. In 2012, retailers 
paid $2.70 for every $1 lost. The study also 
found that for mobile retailers, the cost is 
even higher. In 2012, mobile merchants 
paid $2.83 for every $1 lost, compared to 

just $2 in 2011.
The returns policy also plays a major 

role on decreasing the rate of fraud within 
your ecommerce organization. According 
to the Better Business Bureau, “to crack 
down on this type of crime, many retailers 
are adopting stricter return policies, such 
as requiring receipts and making custom-
ers show identification when returning 
items. Some businesses only allow in-store 
credit for returns.”

The NRF found that nearly 97% of re-
tailers have experienced the return of sto-
len merchandise in 2011 and nearly 85% 
said they experienced the return of mer-
chandise purchased on fraudulent or sto-
len tender. 

PartySuppliesDelivered’s ecommerce site includes a comprehensive site search, which helps consumers 
find the right item and helps reduce the merchant’s return rate reduce.

To ensure that shoppers are getting the products they want 
from an ecommerce site, every product page should include 
validation, reviews, specs, and price. This is the heart of 
your product page and what will convince your visitor to buy.
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Nearly half of those surveyed by the 
NRF said they were victims of criminals 
using counterfeit receipts to return mer-
chandise and eight-out-of-ten retailers 
said employee fraud was a major concern 
of theirs. 

So what could be done to solve the cost-
ly returns fraud epidemic? Several retailers 
are adopting new policies requiring shop-
pers to show identification when making 
a return and stricter receipt policies espe-
cially since retailers are now allowing for 
buy online and return in store.

The Future of Returns
Returns have now become synonymous 

with omnichannel in the perfect retail 
world. While merchants are focusing their 
retail efforts on social, mobile and email, 
the real effort should be on a variety of 
fulfillment options, according to the con-
sumer.

A quick Google search of the term om-
nichannel yields over 12 million results 
and 1.9 million for the term omnichannel 
marketing, according to the recent reports. 
So why all the fuss? It’s because a customer 
who engages with a retailer across multi-
ple channels will be more profitable to the 
brand.

In fact, retailers who have implemented 
a successful omnichannel focus found that 
consumers who interact with a brand on 
multiple levels spend three times more 
than the single channel consumer. But 

omnichannel is not just about getting the 
product to your customer in a variety of 
ways; it’s also about allowing the customer 
to return an item, if needed, in the easiest 
way possible for them.

Retailers are taking notice, in fact, the 
main focal points for retailers when it 
comes to omnichannel retail is now ship-
to-store, ship-from-store, and buy online 
return in-store.

Of those merchants who have a retail 
store, only 18% offer a ship-to-store op-
tion. Forty-five percent of retailers said 
they have the ability to ship-from-store; 
this is up from 32% from last year, accord-
ing to the report. As for buying online and 
returning in-store, it is not only the most 
popular option offered by retailers (76%) 
but also the one most preferred by con-
sumers.

Some retailers are even getting creative 
with how they offer in-store returns, Best 
Buy stores currently feature designated 
in-store pickup areas to accommodate 
high demand—40% of the retailer’s on-
line orders are picked up in-store. Sears’ 
approach also requires considerable 
space and labor—the retailer currently of-
fers a drive-through service that enables 
custom¬ers to return or exchange items 
without leaving their cars.

Retailers who get into omnichannel 
fulfillment can expect to see a boost in 
conversion rates anywhere between 2% 
and 20%. But by offering various fulfill-

ment options to your customer it will most 
definitely boost your customer satisfaction 
rates and could help increase long term 
customer value.

In order to master omnichannel, retail-
ers need to make sure they can leverage 
inventory across all channels. This means 
there needs to be a visibility of all loca-
tions, both stores and distribution centers, 
at the time of the purchase consideration 
by the consumer. By doing so, it can re-
duce stranded inventory, result in fewer 
markdowns, and provide a higher custom-
er service rating. 

Once a return has been made and final-
ized the goal for every merchant should 
now be to get that item back in the inven-
tory as soon as possible. This is why the 
timing of a return is critical.

Fast Returns in the Warehouse
So how can you ensure a quick turn-

over when it comes to returned inventory? 
Here are a few tips:
•	 Merchants	 can	 use	 simple	 product	

packaging to allow quick access dur-
ing the refurbishment and restock-
ing process.

•	 Merchants	 can	 provide	 accurate	
forecasts to the fulfillment center to 
ensure proper staffing levels and to 
shrink lead processing times.

•	 To	streamline	the	put	away	process,	
merchants can utilize a centralized 
returns active area rather than con-
solidating returns items through-
out the pick module, thus reducing 
travel time. Warehouse management 
logic would then direct all future de-
mand allocations within the returns 
area first in order to follow true first 
in, first out rules.

But the best tip to take with you when 
it comes to designing your returns plan 
is that they need to be simple for the 
consumer. The returns process should 
be looked as a something that decreases 
confusion within the brand from store as-
sociates to warehouse employees, but also 
creates a content and happy consumer. ■


