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Introduction

Returns is an area that has been largely unexplored in terms of customer experience,  

and this needs to change if online retailers continue to see the growth they have 

experienced in the last three years. Retailers need to reframe the narrative around 

this aspect of the customer journey, to turn these pain points into engagement 

opportunities and create loyal customers. 

 

But what is the state of UK returns right now? And what do retailers need to focus on 

improving? This third report in our UK state of OXM retail series analyses the returns 

experiences of the UK’s top online retailers. We examine whether they charge for 

returns, who communicates, how quickly a refund is received, and much more.

The returns journey of the top 200 UK retailers differs. To offer a true Operations 

Experience, retailers must manage customer experiences better. It is a turbulent time 

for both customers and retailers, so any changes to make things smoother, even small 

ones, will be welcomed. 

Returns remain one of the biggest blockers in online shopping. If retailers offered more 

varied, simple, and reliable returns options, these barriers would be greatly reduced. 

Some are already doing this! We’ve seen retailers adapt their returns policy due to 

the pandemic. Some retailers stand out and deliver better returns experiences by 

offering 365-day returns or additional drop-off locations. But there are still further 

improvements to be made. 
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The evolution of returns has continued with Zara spearheading the recent wave of 

retailers moving towards paid returns earlier this year. The rising cost of living and the 

higher prices of raw materials and fuel are leaving both consumers and retailers feeling 

the pinch.

With first and last-mile costs on the rise, we are now seeing previously ‘free returns‘ 

retailers charging for online returns in a bid to offset these newly escalating costs. 

However, will paid returns offer a temporary solution, or is it an initiative here to stay?

This report shows that many fail to communicate during what is perhaps the MOST 

emotional part of the buying journey. Customers are waiting longer for their refunds 

and are not informed when they will receive them. This needs to change, and now is 

the time for retailers to get creative and offer more flexible returns policies.
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Key findings and what 
you will learn

UK industry standards around returns processes and 

associated customer experience

Best practices to manage returns data better

How Operations Experience Management can help 

your brand transform returns from a friction-filled 

process, into touch points that will build loyalty and 

increase customer lifetime value
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of retailers charge 
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are the most popular 
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Methodology

To better understand the state of OXM in the UK, we applied the same methodology, 

used in our previous studies in the market over the past four years.

We placed test orders with the UK’s top 200 ecommerce brands throughout 

December 2021 and January 2022, with returns taking place in the same timeframe. 

The brands chosen were  determined by Internet Retailing’s RXUK 500 2021 rankings.

Once test orders were completed, our researchers analyzed the retailers‘ checkout, 

shipping delivery, and returns processes.

All orders were delivered to the parcelLab office in West London. Each was of low 

market value and used the standard delivery option when possible. Where available, 

all orders surpassed retailer-specific minimum order values (<£250) to receive free 

shipping.
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This year, to provide a more in-depth analysis of each part of 

the customer journey, we will split the report into three parts: 

checkout, post-purchase and returns. In addition, we will be 

releasing industry specific reports to compare how different 

sectors are performing.
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The 200 e-commerce
brands and retailers

Hobbycraft

The Works

AO

Apple

Appliances Direct

Bose

British Telecom and BT Shop

Carphone Warehouse

Currys 

Dell Technologies

Dyson

Google Store

Hughes

Jessops

Nisbets

Adidas

Foot Locker

Footasylum

Gymshark

JD Sports

New Balance

Nike

Puma

Reebok

Sweaty Betty

& Other Stories

Aldo

AllSaints

Ann Summers

ASICS

Bershka

Boden

Boohoo

Boux Avenue

Calvin Klein

Charles Tyrwhitt

Clarks

Cotton Traders

Crocs

Diesel

Dune London

Ecco

End.

FatFace

Free People

French Connection

G-Star Raw

GANT

Arts & Crafts

Electronics

Catering

Athleisure

Fashion, Apparel

Laptops Direct

Microsoft

Nintendo

Overclockers UK

Philips

Robert Dyas

Samsung
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Food & Wine

Furniture & Homeware

Games

Hotel Chocolat

Majestic

Nespresso

Waitrose & Partners

Dunelm

Habitat

Ikea

Lakeland

Sofa.com

GAME

Gap

H&M

Hobbs London

Hotter Shoes

Jacamo

Jack Wills

JD Williams

Jigsaw

Jones Bootmaker

Joules

Karen Millen

Kurt Geiger

L.K. Bennett

Lands’ End International

Levi’s

Lindex

Long Tall Sally

M&Co

Mainline Menswear

Mango

Massimo Dutti

Mint Velvet

Missguided

Moss Bros

Nasty Gal

New Look

Oasis

Office

Phase Eight

Pretty Little Thing

Pull&Bear

Reiss

River Island

Russell & Bromley

Schuh

Seasalt Cornwall

Shein

Shoe Zone

Simply Be

Size?

Skatehut

Soletrader

Sunglass Hut

Superdry

T. M. Lewin

Ted Baker

Tommy Hilfiger

UGG

UNIQLO

Urban Outfitters

USC

Whistles

White Stuff

Yours Clothing

Zalando

Zara
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Menkind

Paperchase

Waterstones

Beaverbrooks

Ernest Jones

Goldsmiths

H.Samuel

Monica Vinader

Pandora

Swarovski

Thomas Sabo

Avon

Beauty Bay

Boots

Clinique

Estée Lauder

Feelunique

Holland & Barrett

L’Occitane

LookFantastic

Lush

Molton Brown

Sally

Space NK

Superdrug

The Body Shop

The Fragrance Shop

The Perfume Shop

Gifts, Stationery and Books

Jewellery

Health & Beauty

Mamas & Papas

ShopDisney

The Entertainer

CEX

Aldi

Amazon

Anthropologie

Argos

Asda

ASOS

Claire’s

Fortnum & Mason

House of Fraser

John Lewis & Partners

Burberry

Dior

FARFETCH

Gucci

Hugo Boss

Jimmy Choo

Louis Vuitton

MATCHES FASHION

Montblanc

Net-a-Porter

Mulberry

The Hut

Kids Goods

Marketplace

Multi-category

Luxury
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Pets Goods

Sports & Outdoor

Tools & DIY

Pets at Home

Blacks

Chain Reaction

Cotswold Outdoor

Decathlon

Evans Cycles

GO Outdoors

Millets

Mountain Warehouse

Sportsshoes.com

B&Q

Halfords

Homebase

Screwfix

Toolstation

Travis Perkins

Wickes

Littlewoods

Marks & Spencer

Matalan

Selfridges

The White Company

Very

Wilko
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Returns Processing –
options remain limited

The most popular number of return options offered by retailers is two, with 30% of 

the retailers offering this number. This remains the same as in our 2021 OXM study 

so we have not seen an improvement.

Please note: Several of the retailers would not let us either place the order or return 

the item and are therefore removed from the sample, taking the total number of 

retailers analysed to 186.

When looking at actual return options, drop off at parcel shop (including Hermes, 

DPD, Collect+ etc.) is the most popular. With more and more shops offering this 

service, this result is not surprising. Slightly fewer retailers offered in-store returns 

than last year (51% in 2022 vs. 54% in 2021) and the number offering Royal Mail 

remains pretty much the same (49% in 2022 vs. 48% in 2021).

Interestingly, the number of retailers who ask a customer to arrange the return 

themselves remains high, with 1 in 5 (20%) falling into this category. This is a slight 

reduction from 2021 (26%), but remains a significant number.

38% of the retailers offer pick-up/collection services. The popularity of such a 

service clearly remains high as customers seek to avoid queues or are at home more. 

Additionally, this is the most popular option among luxury retailers.
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38 %

62 %

Yes No

Are returns pick-ups possible?

8 %

27 %

30 %

23 %

7 %
5 %

0 1 2 3 4 5+

How many returns options
does the retailer oer?

Which returns options are o�ered?

Parcel shop drop-o�

63 %

Royal Mail

Asda toyou

Locker

In-store

Customer has to arrange return

49 %

14 %

16 %

51 %

20 %
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Returning costs –
varied by retailer

Whether or not to charge for returns is a highly debated topic in online retail. 

Recently, we’ve seen huge companies such as Zara change their positioning and start 

to charge their customers if returning via mail. 

When looking at the UK’s top retailers, it is not surprising that 24.5% of them charge 

for returns. This is significantly higher than in previous years – in 2021 just 11% of 

the retailers did not offer some form of free returns.

When the customer is paying for returns, the average amount is £3.53.
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24.5 %

75 %

0.5 %

Yes No Can’t return

Does the retailer
charge for returns?
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Popularity of returns portals

Returns platforms such as Zig Zag, Rebound or parcelLab are becoming increasingly 

popular as many retailers opt to go paperless, making investments in experience and 

sustainability.

The number of the UK’s top retailers using these has remained pretty flat in the last 

couple of years, with 28% using them in our 2022 sample compared to 29% in 2021.

With a greater emphasis on returns in the last 12 months and pressure to be greener, 

we imagine this number will have increased significantly by next year.
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28 %

72 %

Yes No

Does the retailer use
a returns platform/portal?
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Communication during returns

The majority of retailers inform customers when their return has been received, 

with 84% of the retailers sending at least one message during the returns process. 

Interestingly, retailers communicate much more than carriers during this part of the 

customer journey, but often this is only 1 or 2 messages.

There is a huge opportunity to engage with customers during the returns process 

and keep them up to date on the status of their order. It could be argued that this is 

the most emotional part of the journey - when the customer no longer has their item 

but doesn’t have their money back. Yet, only 7% of the retailers are sending more 

than 3 messages during this time.
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46 %

43 %

9 %

1%1%

0 1 2 3 4+

16 %

28 %49 %

6 %

1 %

0 1 2 3 4+

How many
messages were

sent by the carrier
during returns?

How many
messages were

sent by the retailer
during returns?

4%

35 %

49 %

12 %

Carrier Retailer Both Nobody

Who
communicates
during returns?
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Reimbursement periods vary

Quick reimbursements are extremely important for customers.

The results show that the UK’s top retailers are quick at refunding the order, with 

the average time being 9 days between return and refund. By some of the retailers, 

we had to chase our refund. The longest refund period was 52 days, and 1 day was 

the quickest.
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Rate our 2022
returns study

1 53 7 92 64 8 10

RATE OUR STUDY

https://form.typeform.com/to/MJ89oC4V?utm_source=parcellab&utm_medium=whitepaper-online-qr&utm_campaign=uk-returns-study-2022&utm_term=rating-button#pl_source=uk-return-study-2022&pl_source_name=parcelLab%20Return%20Study%202022
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Returns and refunds create a vast amount of  data from many different sources and 

this data needs to be cleaned, analysed, harmonised and harnessed to create an 

engaging experience. By using an Operations Experience Management platform, 

you can offer relevant returns communication, tracking and reporting, and hereby 

receive fewer customer service inquiries. This also has the added benefit of bringing 

customers back to your site, encouraging repurchasing and therefore regaining 

revenue.

Put your data to work

How to use Operations 
Experience Management 
to improve your returns 
experience
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The findings for returns are also true for refunds, maybe even more so. Customers 

want to know when their money will be refunded and through improved 

communications and tracking during refund, you can provide peace of mind for 

customers.

By using customer notifications and in-store tracking during return and refund, 

you are driving home that your brand is synonymous with customer care and trust. 

Customers know that when they shop with you, they are taken care of even during 

return and refund.

Think beyond returns. As more brand repair, refurbish and recycle products, new 

processes and touch points are created to engage and delight their customers. 

E-commerce is continually evolving and brands need to continually improve their 

customer experience during returns and beyond.

Same thing for refunds

Reinforce your brand and level of service

Don’t forget about product circularity
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Communicate with your customers during 
their return and refund journey:

Opportunity for 
improvement
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RETURNRETURN

RETURN

BRAND

BRAND Use a branded and white label returns 
platform to keep customers in your 
ecosystem

Inform customers about what is 
happening and reduce customer service 
inquiries like ‘Where is my refund?’

Encourage customers to return faster 
with notifications so you can receive, 
restock and resell returned products 
faster

Create additional touchpoints to build 
trust and loyalty

Host a returns tracking status page on 
your site to offer a branded experience, 
encourage repurchases and recover 
revenue
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Imagine the following: you buy a product online, checkout, receive the order 

confirmation and dispatch receipt and then... nothing. You receive no updates about 

your order from the brand; perhaps you get some communication from the carrier, 

but not always. Sounds awful right? Well, this happens every day when consumers 

shop online with the world’s biggest brands.

Enter Operations Experience Management:

OXM is the combination of operational processes and customer experience, further 

enhanced by personalisation and relevant value-led touch points. Through OXM, 

we want to help brands improve the most crucial stage of the customer journey: 

shipping, delivery and returns. By transforming every transaction into an experience, 

every touch point into a personalised and memorable interaction, customers receive 

an end-to-end, branded, exceptional customer experience.

Why do we do this?

When brands own their end-to-end customer experience, customers receive 

relevant, reliable, personalised, and branded communication directly from the 

brands, which adds value to their experience. OXM gives brands the opportunity 

to share relevant content, cross and up-sell to customers and create a community 

among their buyers.

Our mission is to bring people and brands closer together. For brands, that means 

more chances to create relationships that last. And for those who buy from them, it 

means turning mundane operational moments into moments of joy.

What is Operations 
Experience Management?
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Schedule a demo appointment today 

to see our return platform in action!

BOOK A DEMO

LEARN MORE

https://parcellab.com/uk/book-demo?utm_campaign=uk_returns_study_q4_2022&utm_source=whitepaper-online-qr&utm_medium=qr-code&utm_content=book-a-demo
https://parcellab.com/uk/returns-and-warranty-platform?utm_campaign=uk_returns_study_q4_2022&utm_source=whitepaper-online-qr&utm_medium=qr-code&utm_content=returns-warrenty-landing-page
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We give people new reasons to fall in love with brands, by unlocking a new part of the 

customer journey, bringing people and brands closer together.

At parcelLab, we help brands close the experience gap post-purchase and beyond by 

allowing them to take control of their communication in a way that embodies their 

brands identity and complements their business goals. We transform operational 

complexity into opportunities to create an impressive customer-focused experience 

that manage expectations, build trust and prolong engagement.

All in a day’s work for us:

• Monitoring over six million shipments per day

• Actively managing experiences for 550+ brands in 153 countries across the 

globe

• Sending around 13 million pro-active, personalised, event-driven emails

• Partnering with more than 300+ companies worldwide, including FedEx, UPS 

and USPS

• Creating over 40 million reasons for people to fall in love with brands each day

For brands, this means more chances to create relationships that last. And for those 

who buy from them, it means turning mundane operational processes into moments 

of joy.

About parcelLab

parcelLab GmbH
Kapellenweg 6

81371 München

parcelLab Ltd.  
12 Hammersmith Grove  

London W6 7AP 

parcelLab SAS  

24-26 rue de la Pépinière 

75008 Paris 

parcelLab Inc. 
75 State Street

Boston, MA 02109

USA

The leading Operations Experience Management platform



parcelLab.com

We bring people and brands closer together


