How retailers are
under pressure to
deliver a myriad
of options
Online shopping is truly making customers king
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A recent study of online
shopping trends revealed
that online shoppers have
become accustomed to
and demand more choice,
flexibility and options
Customers are more sophisticated in making buying decisions
– constant connectivity allows them to use multiple technology
platforms to carry out the research, review and purchase
products. On top of this, customers want the ability to receive
product at places convenient to them, and look for convenient,
‘no questions asked’ returns policies.
While this truly makes the customer the king, it also puts
significant pressure on retailers. In order to provide the best
shopping experience, retailers need to ensure that their supply
chain can deal with the entire end-to-end logistics – and still run
a profitable business. In this article, we look at some highlights
of the study, UPS Pulse of the Online Shopper™ Europe, and
particularly at trends affecting logistics operations in order
to meet the demand of more empowered consumers and the
changing face of retail.

Today’s shoppers want what they want,
when they want
According to Mary Meeker of venture capital firm Kleiner Perkins
Caufield & Byers, who is widely known as the “Queen of the Net”
for her work on Internet and new technologies, today’s consumers
expect that they can get what they want and when they want.
She adds that the trend to give them this with ease and speed will
continue to rise.
The UPS Pulse of the Online Shopper™ Europe study, conducted by
comScore, provides a 360 degree perspective on the behaviour of
European online shoppers. The findings confirm that today’s online
shopper has become the ‘flex shopper’, who is looking for the
ultimate in convenience in choice, delivery and returns options. The

flex shopper is ruthlessly efficient, switching channels and devices
to best suit personal convenience when evaluating and purchasing
products; additionally, this new breed of shopper will not hesitate to
buy from a foreign country if the price is better.
The study analyses the behaviour of the online shopper through
the entire customer journey, from pre-purchase research, to the
buying process, and the post-purchase expectations. What’s clear
from the findings is that convenience often drives decisions, while
relevant and transparent information seals the purchase – whether
that information is about delivery options, shipping costs, estimated
delivery time, or ease of returning a product.

In the pre-purchase phase, the comparison
shopper will look at obvious factors
Shoppers look at detailed product information and photos, the
retailer reputation, product selection and social media reviews.
However, the study findings show that, in contrast to behaviours in
the past, logistics aspects now play a key role in this pre-purchase
evaluation phase. Customers evaluate in detail both delivery options
as well as returns policies prior to purchase.

The study findings also show that across Europe, 81% of shoppers
would complete a purchase if the returns policy allows the return
of a product for free either to a store or back to the retailer, using a
pre-paid label. Illustrating the importance of this, the study further
indicates that if the “free return to store” option was not available
or you have to pay for the return delivery, only 16% of European
shoppers would complete the purchase.
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Delivery speed is considered the fourth most important factor when
comparing retailers prior to selecting where to shop. Shoppers
want to see clear communication on when their products will
arrive. Additionally, the relative importance of transparent delivery
information has increased compared to the previous year (2013)
survey: 65% indicated that they want to see an estimated or
guaranteed delivery date (compared to 54% in 2013), and 61%
want the delivery date and shipping costs to be shown early in the
process (compared to 53% in 2013). In fact if there is a lengthy
delivery time or no date given in the cart, then 58% of shoppers
have abandoned a cart.

The importance of free delivery
One aspect of delivery for online shopping is the expectation of free
delivery – globally 74% of consumers rate free shipping as important
when making a purchase online, and Europe matches this closely
at 73%. The study also found that 73% of European shoppers will
actually take some action to qualify for free shipping – such as adding
items to the cart, or searching online for a free shipping promo code.
Indicating the lengths to which shoppers would go to avoid shipping
costs, the study illustrates the varying options consumers might
choose. These include selecting slower options for delivery, collecting
in store, or even shopping at the store itself. In fact, 18% of online
shoppers indicated that they would even purchase an alternative,
more expensive product to qualify for free shipping!

In fact, 18% of online shoppers indicated that
they would even purchase an alternative, more
expensive product to qualify for free shipping

A large proportion of shoppers (57%) have also abandoned the
shopping cart because shipping costs made the total purchase more
expensive than they expected; and 41% abandoned the cart because
their order value wasn’t high enough to qualify for free shipping.

Home delivery still important, but click and
collect a favoured option
Consumers are now increasingly on the move and don’t always have
someone at home to receive a package. Hence they seek multiple
delivery options, and have high expectations from retailers to give
them ultimate convenience. The study reflects this, showing a decline
in the preference of parcels being delivered to the home from 81%
in2013 to 68% in the 2014 study.

for pick up option. Worldwide, there are varying trends for online
shoppers choosing to collect in store: in the USA, 54% opt for store
pickup, 38% do so in Brazil, and 32% choose to collect in store in
Asia.

Alternative shipping locations include delivering to a neighbour, to
the workplace, or collection from a store near them. The preferences
are different within individual countries in Europe. For example,
in Germany, 60% of online shoppers prefer to request delivery to
a neighbour if the customer is not at home to receive delivery; in
contrast, in Spain, only 20% are happy to leave the goods with a
neighbour. Online shoppers in France think differently: 42% indicated
they would prefer delivery to a retail location from which they could
collect the package at their convenience, and 44% said they would
like their order shipped to a post office near their home, allowing
them to pick it up at a time convenient to them.

In Europe, 47% of respondents in the study
said they have selected ‘ship to store’ for a
pick up option

One option for online shoppers is ‘click and collect’. In Europe, 47%
of respondents in the study said they have selected the ‘ship to store’

Retailers should be encouraged because ‘click and collect’ can lead
to additional purchases being made in store when customers visit
the store to pick up their goods ordered online. The figures vary
widely globally – in Europe, 30% made additional purchases when
collecting their goods in store, while in Brazil , 79% of customers are
doing so; in Asia, 57% make more purchases in store when picking
up previously ordered goods and in the it is USA 43%.
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Returns – getting it for free and avoiding
the hassle
As with the buying and shipping experience, online shoppers also
expect total convenience when they decide to return a product
– like free, ‘no questions asked’ returns with automatic refund of
everything including delivery costs and taxes. This is still part of
the customer experience, and happy customers mean they will
come back to make more purchases in the future. Hence, retailers
are aware of the need to provide a positive returns experience to
their customers.
This can however be quite challenging as there are many aspects to
consider, especially for international purchases – like VAT, customs
and consolidation of multiple returns. Companies like UPS are able
to assist in these areas as they have the widest portfolio of solutions
for returns services to help minimise the costs while providing the
best customer experience

Conclusion: give customers what they want, when
they want, how they want it
The UPS Pulse of the Online Shopper™ Europe study illustrates
that customers are more empowered, and this results in more
demand on the retailer. A key part of the retailer’s strategy is
about delivering the choice the customer wants, and ensuring
that they have the right logistics channels to deal with it.
For example, to address the need to provide multiple delivery
options, one solution is UPS Access Point™ – a network of locations
enabling customers to retrieve their parcels at a place convenient
to them; these could be local retail outlets such as a newsagent or
grocery store. Customers simply enter this option when ordering
from a retailer, and they receive a notification alert via email or SMS
when the parcel has arrived and is ready for collection.
Alternatively, if a customer wants home delivery to be managed
around their own schedules, UPS offers options here too. For
example, customers can sign up to a service like UPS My Choice™,
and then have the flexibility to decide exactly when they prefer
to receive their UPS deliveries. This service allows consumers to

have the most up-to-date information about their delivery, getting
advanced alerts of delivery times via email or SMS, as well as
information on any shipments in transit.
Online retailers need to develop the right access strategy for the
customers’ delivery experience, and appropriate returns options.
They should also be aware of the cultural differences between
countries, as seen in the variations in online shopping and delivery
preference behaviours between different countries within Europe.
The study findings clearly show that the customer of today is well
informed, and has become a ‘flex shopper’ looking for the ultimate
omnichannel retail experience. This online shopper seeks maximum
convenience in choice, delivery and returns options. It is also clear that
logistics plays a key role in a customer’s decision making process. What
this means for the online retailer is that they need to be ready to offer
a myriad of options that can offer the kind of shopping experiences that
make customers feel like royalty, and be happy to come back again
with the confidence of knowing exactly what to expect.
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