Many Happy Non-returns

By Paul Herbig  

Probably as long as there have been retail stores there have been returns (ask the Sumerians and Babylonians).  Americans in particular have come to think of returning merchandise as their God-given right.  And that has been the case; That has been true until just recently. 

It’s that time of year.  The bean counters are once again running amuck.  A new software company has come up with a new angle many of the retailers are buying into.  The company compiles data profiles on customers, particularly their return habits.  When a customer returns an item, the retailer dials up the company’s database and based upon an algorithm decides whether or not to accept the return.  This supposedly is to cut back on expenses incurred in returns.  Once again the bean counters are out to protect the company against the 1% and make life difficult for the other 99.

Imagine you are a lifelong customer, a loyal store shopper, who in the course of your many years has returned numerous items to the store.  Over ten or twenty years, having shopped dozens if not a hundred times at the store, occasionally you get the wrong size or wrong color or the item does not look as good at home as it did at the store.  You have spent thousands of dollars at the store and brought many a friend shopping with you.  Then one day, during a regular shopping trip to your favorite store, you bring back an item from a previous trip.  Customer service checks you out and says, “Sorry.  No refund.”  The bean counters have struck again. The company’s database, having recorded all your previous shopping behavior and returns, have deemed you a poor risk. You are stuck with the item you cannot use.  No apology.  No thank you.  No store credit.  Just No.  As in “no further business.”  Or we do not want your business. The computer made me do it!

The aggrieved customer could very well quickly become an ex-customer.   Humiliated at the counter by a bureaucratic clerk who could care less and is only following orders and the response of a preset program, what is the likelihood that customer will return to the store?  It does not take a genius to calculate the odds at somewhere between null and none.  The customer’s brand loyalty has disappeared.  The customer’s once willingness to act as a free missionary for your products and company has turned around a full one-eighty degrees and will not only not be inclined to shop anymore, your customer will probably have turned into a major antagonist, telling all her friends about her experience and warning them about shopping at your store—not exactly the type of free publicity you desire. 

If companies do intend to use the return, non-return database, unless they want  a customer rebellion,  must commit to the following two items:  1) Post on the door of the establishment and any promotional material sent by the establishment that “return of items is not guaranteed.” And 2) note to any customers who are on the “non-return” list at the time of checkout and before the transaction is finalized that “any good purchased today are non-refundable”  If the rules of the game have changed, the customers are entitled to know how they have changed so they can change their behavior accordingly.

The bean counters can rest knowing they have kept those 1% poor customers at bay and minimized return problems.  Those charged with fixing the return problem and graded according to fewer returns will be promoted.  The company at large will have fewer loyal customers and poor word of mouth.  But that is not the bean counters problem is it?

