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Return policies and processes continue to  
grow more important to online shoppers.  
By improving the consumer experience  
and bringing policy and procedure more 
closely in line with consumer expectations,  
it’s possible to turn what can be a problem  
for retailers into an advantage.

Research methodology

To compare consumer expectations about 
the return experience with retailers’ actual 
policies and processes, UPS creates a side- 
by-side assessment:

1.  Highlight shopper expectations reported in 
the UPS Pulse of the Online Shopper™ study. 

2.  Evaluate return policies, functionality and 
the return experience of retailers from the 
Internet Retailer ® Top 500 Guide.

3.  Contrast these findings and recommend 
return strategies that upgrade the shopper 
experience and improve profitability.

Reverse logistics is fast becoming a focus 
for both the marketing and logistics groups 
at most online retailers. While the logistics 
group sees the need for improving process 

efficiency, the marketing group looks  
to optimize the customer experience. 

Studies on the impact of returns processing 
show that the expense to an organization 
can range from 20-65 percent of the cost of 
goods sold (COGS), and poor execution can 
create additional pressure. And return rates 
run three times higher online, with apparel 
returns as high as 30 percent.* 

On the flip side, UPS consumer surveys 
indicate that 88 percent of shoppers review 
a retailer’s return policy throughout their 
online shopping experiences, with 66 per cent 
doing so before purchasing. Also, 15 percent 
abandon a cart when the returns policy is 
unclear. This implies that returns policies 
could affect conversion rates and the top  
line of the online retailer.

Consumers expect retailers to be thoughtful 
in how they construct their policies, ensuring 
that they are both convenient and customer- 
centric. They also expect easy product 
returns, as well as the technology to support 
these proc esses. Often, retailers miss the 
mark. This study provides recommendations 
to help bridge the gap between consumer 
expectation and retailer performance.

Are retailers meeting  
customer expectations?

*Kurt Salmon, 2013



66% of shoppers review 
a retailer’s return policy 

before making a purchase.*

*UPS Pulse of the Online Shopper™ study



Shopper expectations What retailers provide Insight

Return policy

88% of shoppers review a retailer’s  
return policy

16% specify a warranty 
period

 Most sites provide links to  
returns policy information. Best-
in-class retailers have links at the 
top of the page. Linking return 
policy to warranty information, 
troubleshooting content and 
exchanges will improve  
customer experience. 

77% specify a return 
period

66% 
of shoppers review a retailer’s 
return policy before making  
a purchase

45% specify an exchange 
period

43% 
allow exchanges 
within 30 days  
or less

Access and 
support

60% are satisfied with the ability  
to find return policy 85%

provide return- 
specific links or 
subject content

59%
are satisfied with the ability  
to find a service agent or  
contact information

72% provide a 1-800  
number for support

Language

62% are satisfied with clarity  
of return policy

66%
provide clear and  
understandable 
return policies

Though two-thirds of policies were 
assessed as clearly worded, there 
is still room for improvement for 
most sites with the com pleteness 
and clarity of retailer-specific 
information.

15% abandoned the cart when return  
policy viewed as unclear

Returns policy



Best practices:  
Retailer recommendations

The following suggestions should be assessed in the context of your business  
and adopted as appropriate.

Review your return policy
1. The policy

• Keep it simple and short

•  Use a customer-friendly tone to turn a potential negative into a positive

• Avoid legalese

•  Differentiate between returns and exchanges

2. Access and support 

• Make it easy to find 
–  Locate return link on the home page, plus in shopping cart and warranty  

areas to reduce cart abandonment 
–  Place within website sections, such as Shipping Information, Terms and  

Conditions, Policy, Customer Service and stand-alone Returns section

•  Specify terms on condition of merchandise and packaging

•  Provide FAQs that address the most common questions

•  Include a 1-800 number and/or click to chat

3. Language

•  Make “hassle-free” meaningful to customers so the process is easy

•  Offer in English and Spanish, if feasible and customer base dictates

 Easy
Returns
Policy



Returns customer experience
Shopper expectations What retailers provide Insight

Ease of use

50% are satisfied with the ease  
of making a return 38% do not provide  

a prepaid label
Additional steps, such as requesting 
call center to generate a Request 
for Merchandise Authorization 
(RMA) and to email-based labels, 
add functionality.58%

are satisfied with the ease  
of making an online return  
or exchange

39% 
require a Return 
Merchandise  
Authorization (RMA)

Labels

52% expect a return label right  
in the box

35% 
do not provide a label 
(some only provide  
a preaddressed label,  
not prepaid shipping)

Retailers of apparel, footwear, 
etc., where size is key, can 
choose to provide a prepaid label 
in the box. Best-in-class retailers 
provide an online method to 
generate labels. Higher-end 
retailers can consider free returns.

14% provide a prepaid label  
in the box

Cost

63% cite having to pay for return  
shipping as problematic 62% 

offer a version of a prepaid 
label or consignee can pay 
themselves (given option)

Consumers want convenience and 
indicate having to pay up front for 
return shipping as cause to cancel 
an order. Most consumers are OK  
with a chargeback or deduction 
for return shipping.

Higher-end apparel and footwear 
retailers can choose to offer free 
returns.

51% 
wouldn’t complete 
purchase if shipping with 
a prepaid label is not 
available

50% 
indicate consumers 
must pay for return 
transportation

32%
provide a prepaid label  
but charge the consumer 
for return shipping

68%
indicate free return 
shipping is a key to a 
positive return experience

32% offer or mention the 
phrase “free returns”

Omnichannel 
returns

37%
believe the ability to buy 
online and return in-store is 
the best return experience

32%
offer some form of 
omnichannel or store-
based returns

Most omnichannel retailers 
are missing an opportunity to 
drive customer satisfaction and 
additional sales by not suggesting 
a return-to-store option.

51%
wouldn’t complete 
purchase if return to store 
is not available

82%
will complete purchase 
online if they can return  
the product for free in store 
or with a prepaid label

Preventing 
returns/Save 

the sale

 Retailers do not supply enough 
customer service information or 
direction on the return process

 Only a handful of sites provide 
content to educate shoppers, 
aid in the return processes or 
prevent returns by offering product 
instructions

Retailers can take steps to avoid 
consumer returns by helping them 
understand or use the product 
(e.g., link to warranty information, 
troubleshooting, exchanges).



Best practices:  
Retailer recommendations

The following suggestions should be assessed in the context of your business  
and adopted as appropriate.

Enhance your customer experience
1. Ease of use

•  Include a return label in the box or make available from website 

•  Display a carrier’s tracking links on your site

•  Help shoppers understand the product (form, fit, function) and offer assistance 
(assembly and usage instructions) to minimize returns

2. Cost

•  Consider prepaid labels or free returns to create good will

 Note: Desirability based on industry type, such as high-end apparel/footwear.  
This may not be as advisable for electronics and other high-value categories.

•  Provide a refund when package ships or is received

•  Send an email (or text) when the return is processed and credit applied

• State clearly who pays for what 

3. Omnichannel 

•  Encourage customer to return to store since most prefer this option when  
a retailer offers both 

–  Emphasize immediate refund or possibility of instant exchange

 Enhance
Customer
Experience
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Online shoppers want their lives to be made simpler as compared to their 
experiences with the offline world. Consumers are considering the ease 
of use of the return policy and process as key decision points on their 
path to purchase. Companies that succeed in meeting these expectations 
have significant competitive advantages and a business model that is best 
positioned for long-term success.

While returns will always be a part of busi ness, they don’t have to be a 
liability. Effective reverse logistics processes can make it a competitive 
advantage, increasing your efficiency, retaining customers and fostering 
growth for your business.

When it comes to returns, UPS offers a portfolio of services that make  
the process easy on you and your customers. With services in more than  
145 countries and territories, we can help build even better customer 
relationships wherever your customers are.

To learn more about UPS return solutions:

Contact your account manager or visit ups.com/retail.


