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What Makes Excellence in 
Customer Experience? 
ThE FinalisTs and WinnErs oF ThE 2017 ExCEllEnCE 
in CusToMEr ExpEriEnCE aWards TEll all 
By Donna Devaul, Multichannel Merchant

If you were in attendance at the Excellence in Cus-
tomer Experience Awards ceremony at the Opera-
tions Summit in March, you were treated to great 
insights on what “excellence” means when it 

comes to the customer experience. Finalists and win-
ners were happy to share their philosophies and prac-
tices that put them at the top of their categories. Be-
tween the interviews with the top companies and the 
data provided by SmartHub by Radial, we’ve put to-
gether, category by category, what creates an excellent 
customer experience.

Multichannel Merchant tapped smarthub, an autonomous divi-
sion of omnichannel technology and operations service provider 
radial, for its benchmarking and competitive intelligence data. 
smarthub places test orders from more than 280 leading online 
retailers six times a year and tracks the experience all along the 
way.
 Each of those orders is evaluated on 81 data points, starting 
with the ordering process all the way through to returns and re-
funds. The orders are scored using a standardized process, using 
quantitative data as much as possible to minimize evaluator bias.
  For these awards, the four highest-scoring companies in each 
category were named finalists, and the top scoring company was 
the winner.

How Were the Top Companies 
Chosen?

Creating Superior Packaging

Great packaging creates excitement for the recipient 
and presents an opportunity for the sender. If you’re not 
thinking about how your package can be a marketing 
tool for your company, then you’re missing out.

The companies nominated in the category of Best 
Packaging went well beyond the basics to impress their 
customers. For example, winner Duluth Trading Co. 
uses a nicely designed, colorful box with great external 
marketing messages. Good exterior box design and 
messaging makes the customer eager to open the box 
and may even create interest—or envy!—in people see-
ing the box on the doorstep. Duluth and the finalists 
made good use of color and space for marketing mes-
sages inside their packages as well

Finalist Birchbox is a subscription service, so it uses a 
lot of packaging to deliver its products each month. 
Pooja Agarwal, vice president of operations at Birchbox, 
said that the beauty retailer thinks a lot about the envi-
ronmental impact of all that packaging, which might be 
on their customers’ minds as well. The company uses 
as much recycled material as possible, but adds a nice 
twist: Birchbox’s subscription boxes are deliberately 
beautiful and sturdy so customers can reuse them.

“We do encourage our customers to reuse the pack-
aging that we give them,” Agarwal said. “If you put a 
little bit of extra money into that packaging, it’s sturdy 
and it will stay around and become multipurpose.” 
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Category: Best Packaging
Winner: Duluth Trading Co.
Finalists:  Birchbox 

Bonobos 
Target

Shipping and Delivery: Getting Product 
in the Hands of Customers with Ease

Fast and free are the keys to excellence in the catego-
ry of Best Shipping and Delivery Experience. All four top 
companies offer free shipping, and winner Lululemon 
always shipped the test orders the same day. Its pack-
ages also always arrived in pristine condition, another 
way to make the shipping and delivery experience a 
great one for the customer.

Lululemon’s packaging itself was excellent—the outer 
packaging was neither too large nor too small and the 
dunnage was just right. Taking small items and packing 
them in big boxes with massive amounts of dunnage is 
not the way to impress a customer.

“Sunglasses are largely an impulse buy, so getting 
them into the hands of the customer as soon as possi-
ble is a huge business priority for us,” said Chris Kobus, 
vice president of ecommerce and marketing at finalist 
Sunglass Hut. He noted that the company’s use of cen-
trally located distribution centers means it is able to 
meet the delivery expectations of its customers be-
cause  orders can be sent within the guaranteed time-
frame to most of the country without having to invest in 
expedited shipping. Customers in more outlying areas 
will get expedited shipping for no extra charge.

Sunglass Hut customers get shipping confirmation 
emails as soon as the package leaves the DC, and then 

can track the progress of their new sunglasses. They can 
even request a new delivery date if they won’t be home 
when the package is scheduled to arrive—a nice perk.

Category:  Best shipping and Delivery 
experience

Winner: Lululemon
Finalists:  Nautica 

Rag & Bone 
Sunglass Hut

Communicating With Excellence

There are so many touchpoints with a customer from 
order to return and refund. Each one is a chance to rein-
force a brand’s image and personality. The three finalists 
and the winner in the category of Excellence in Brand 
Communication are masters of order-related email com-
munications, both in terms of speed of communica-
tion—order confirmations arrived in two minutes or 
less—as well as in content. eBags did it best, winning 
the category with its well-designed emails and good 
use of personalized recommendations in its “You May 
Also Consider” section of an email. eBags packs a lot 
into its emails, and yet they don’t feel cluttered.

Brad Matson, senior vice president of brand commu-
nication for finalist L.L. Bean, said there three keys to 
excellent brand communication: Identity, planning and 
execution. The L.L. Bean identity is clear to the compa-
ny; they understand who they are and how they fit into 
the customer’s lives.

Matson said that planning is the key to being consis-
tently true to the brand. “The work that you do upfront 
really drives the consistency and the clarity of the mes-
sage so people get it and understand it across many 
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communication points,” Matson said. Bean plans its cal-
endar a year in advance. Execution, the final and most 
important part, is how a retailer delivers the message 
loud and clear.

Category: excellence in Brand Communication
Winner: eBags
Finalists:  Best Buy 

L.L. Bean 
Toys R Us

Making Returns a Hassle-Free Experience

Ease of returns is very important to customers as it 
lowers the barrier to making the initial purchase. The 
promise—and delivery—of easy returns can make the 
difference between getting one order from a new cus-
tomer and making her a customer for life. It’s no sur-
prise that the winner and finalists in the category of 
Best Customer Returns Experience are known for offer-
ing hassle-free returns. This was especially true of Nord-
strom, the winner in the category. 

All of the companies recognized in this category offer 
free returns or prepaid return labels and don’t require a 
return authorization. They all also include the return label 
on the packing slip. Winner Nordstrom and finalist Lands’ 
End also have generous return windows. Return confir-
mation emails are standard, so customers never have to 
wonder if the package made it back to the merchant.

“The goodwill engendered by an easy return is only 
going to be paid back by a customer coming back to us,” 
said Mark Stoye, Director of Ecommerce Fulfillment Op-
erations for Tobi.com, an online designer label fashion 
brand for young women.

Stoye said Tobi is always working on improving its re-
turns and reverse logistics, to anticipate and meet the 

needs of its core demographic, young women and col-
lege students ages 18 to 24.

“We want to make it as easy as possible for them,” 
said Stoye. “They are the demographic that’s shopping 
online.” He added Tobi.com has an 18% to 20% return 
rate, which is very good for the fashion industry, some-
thing he attributes in part to the reasonable price points.

“It’s very easy to just go onto our site and print a label 
and return a product,” Stoye said. “We also ship the ma-
jority of the garments in a reusable polybag. That’s al-
ways been a challenge for anybody. They usually throw 
away the individual wrapping.”

Category: Best Customer returns experience
Winner: Nordstrom
Finalists:  Bonobos 

Gaiam 
Tommy Bahama

What Makes a Customer Experience 
Leader?

In short, the leaders in customer experience excel-
lence are those that consistently scored well in all as-
pects of the fulfillment process—from order to return. It 
takes great attention to detail, reliable technology, cus-
tomer-friendly policies and the right customer-facing 
staff.

Kelly Ritchie, senior vice president of employee and 
customer services at finalist Lands’ End, said that the 
company continues to draw inspiration from founder 
Gary Comer. Comer always said “Take care of the cus-
tomer, take care of the employee, and the rest will take 
of itself.” Everyone at Lands’ End is customer-focused, 
Ritchie said. The company spends a lot of time on train-
ing, she said, so that the customer-facing staff is very 



What Makes Excellence in Customer Experience?      |  4

operations SPECIAL REPORT

knowledgeable about the products. 
The company also stays on top of technology and in-

novation. “We just introduced text messaging as anoth-
er way for our customers to reach us,” Ritchie said. “We 
want every customer to feel like they are the only cus-
tomer that we are talking to. It’s all about the people and 
what they are doing to deliver great service.”

Category: Customer experience leader
Winner: Nordstrom
Finalists:  Bonobos 

Lands’ End 
Fossil

Innovation: Creating Competitive 
Advantage

The Excellence in Customer Experience Awards in-
cludes a special category, Retail Innovator of the Year. 
The editors of Multichannel Merchant nominated com-
panies that, based on their research and reporting in 
2016, were true innovators.

Innovation comes in many forms, including technolo-
gy, supply chain and inventory management. The team 
looked at everything that can enhance the customer ex-
perience and named six finalists: Amazon, Birchbox, 
Kohl’s, Macy’s, Walmart and Wayfair. After a lot of inter-
nal discussion, the editors chose Wayfair as Retail Inno-
vator of the Year.

The furniture retailer has made both low-tech and 
high-tech changes to enhance the customer experience. 
Its CastleGate fulfillment operation, which utilizes for-
ward positioning of suppliers’ higher-volume products in 
its own warehouses, allows Wayfair to deliver product in 
one to two days. On the high-tech end, it created the 

after three years of looking at finalists and winners of the Excel-
lence in Customer Experience awards, a number of best practic-
es have emerged. some of them may seem obvious, but they are 
worth highlighting as a reminder:

1. Customer-friendly policies are important, but it’s the execution 
that makes the difference: Free shipping and returns are adored 
by customers, but without speed and accuracy in their execution 
customers won’t be happy. it’s clear from the data that the top 
companies ship quickly and credit returns quickly.

2. Never miss an opportunity to remind customers how great you 
are: packaging does more than get the product to its destination 
safely. The companies that are consistently named finalists use 
their packaging as marketing tools. outer boxes and bags are 
branded and internal elements reinforce the brand.

3. Communicate, communicate, communicate: order and ship 
confirmation emails are standard practice, but you can go further. 
Can your customers ask for email alerts when their order arrives 
at their door? do you send an email asking for a product review? 
do you send emails suggesting products based on what was just 
purchased? The top merchants are great, strategic communica-
tors.

4. Train your frontline staff to baby your customers: The people 
you hire to talk to your customers are your brand ambassadors. of 
course you will train them on your policies, processes and mer-
chandise. But you can also instill in them that the customer they’re 
talking to has to feel like he or she is the most important person in 
the world. don’t just train them to talk to customers. show them 
how to give each one their full attention and commitment, helping 
them find the right product and resolving any problems quickly 
and in their favor.

Best practices to Create a Great 
Customer experience

Wayfair Next Research and Development Lab to build 
new ways to reach customers using up-and-coming 
technology.

The first innovation Wayfair launched was a virtual real-
ity app using the Oculus Rift platform, which allows cus-
tomers to visualize what Wayfair products might look 
like in their home or backyard. The Patio Playground app 
lets customers enter a 3D world where they can browse 
the Wayfair catalog, putting together their perfect back-
yard space.

Further innovations promise to allow the customer to 
virtually “see” how a Wayfair product would look in their 
own home. These innovations tear down many objec-
tions to buying furniture online, in particular “What will it 
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look like?” and “Will it fit in my space?” That is a game-
changer for both online and bricks-and-mortar furniture 
retailing.

Here are brief capsules on each of the innovation finalists:

aMazon:
2016 saw Alexa sales take off and all reports indicate 

that consumers are hooked on the device that does 
much more than play music and search the web. Then 
there is Amazon Go, a retail shopping experience where 
customers walk into the Amazon Go store, pick up what 
they need, and walk out, as the app charges your Ama-
zon account and sends a receipt. Amazon also contin-
ues to build its own shipping and distribution network, 
with plans for an air hub at the Cincinnati/Northern Ken-
tucky airport, along with its own ocean shipping freight 
forwarding business from China to the U.S.

BirChBox:
It’s the behind-the-scenes innovations that make 

Birchbox stand out as an innovator. The company col-
lects a lot of data, from the initial questionnaire and 
throughout the life of the subscriber. The algorithms it 
uses to choose the right products for each subscriber 
get re-invented every month, enabling a high degree of 
personalization. All that data is used to help its brand 
partners, providing detailed demographic and psycho-
graphic data so they can see which products are most 
appealing and stay ahead of the trends.

Kohl’s:
As the department store fights for ecommerce dollars 

it is using technology to transform the customer experi-
ence. In 2016 it launched Kohl’s Pay, a mobile payment 
platform that combines payment with other features of 
the Kohl’s app, including coupons, Kohl’s Cash and the 
Yes2You Rewards program. The company is exploring 
chatbots to communicate with customers, and mobile 
payment options so customers can avoid the checkout 
line. It is also experimenting with interactive glass 
screens in stores that display products while connecting 
to social media channels like YouTube and Instagram.

MulTiChannEl MErChanT delivers in-depth analysis of trends and best 
practices, as well as news, research, tactical/how-to and resource information  
to help marketing, ecommerce, operations and senior management at companies 
that sell merchandise through multiple channels and deliver the merchandise to 
the customer wherever they choose- at home, work, store or other locations.

www.multichannelmerchant.com     |    @mcmerchant     |    www.operationssummit.com     |     

MaCy’s:
Like Kohl’s, Macy’s is investing heavily in online and 

omnichannel merchandising. Its latest innovation is the 
Macy’s On Call app, which uses IBM’s Watson artificial 
intelligence software and Satisfi, an intelligent engage-
ment program, to communicate with customers while 
they are inside the store. Customers can ask, via their 
smartphone, where in that store to find a particular 
product and then be guided there. They can also call an 
associate to help them.

WalMarT:
Walmart has been on an ecommerce investment tear 

since acquiring Jet.com in 2016, including buying 
Moosejaw and ModCloth. It has been competing hard 
for customers with free two-day shipping for orders of 
only $35, launching Walmart Pay, using stored payment 
information. Now being tested is a self-dispensing tow-
er for store pickup of online orders. Customers input a 
code, and their order is delivered. This eliminates the 
need for them to wait in line and then potentially wait 
again while an associate finds their order.

Category: retail innovator of the year
Winner: Wayfair
Finalists:  Amazon 

Birchbox 
Kohl’s 
Macy’s 
Walmart


