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Abstract
Background – Fashion retail has shifted to online shopping. Dutch consumers purchase the
most fashion products in Europe and are returning the most products in the fashion industry.
The high return rate entails various costs and it challenges the retailers’ profitability. Return
policies can protect consumers and retailers against risks of online shopping. The consumers
decision-making process is influenced by online shopping because of the barrier of not being
able to physically see and try products in the online environment. A better understanding of
consumer return behaviour will enable an advantage for both retailers and consumers.
Objective – The objective of this study is to improve the understanding of consumer online
product return behaviour in the Netherlands. By examining return policies and product
communication strategies, this study provides opportunities for fashion retailers to reduce
online product return rates.
Methodology – This study used two methods, a literature research by means of a systematic
literature review and an empirical study by means of a consumer survey among Dutch people
who have previously ordered fashion products online.
Results – A total of 287 respondents participated in the survey. A Cronbach’s Alpha of ⍺ = .722
was found for return policies and ⍺ = .586 for product communication. About 10.7% of the
total variability in the return rate is explained by age, gender, return policies and product
communication in the extended model. In the regression analysis, the extended model
showed to be significant (F(4, 220) = 7.729, p < .001). No significant effect was found for return
policies (F(1, 220) = 3.198, p = .075) and product communication (F(1, 220) = .001, p = .969).
A significant effect on the return rate was found for age (F(1, 220) = 4.703, p = .031) and gender
(F(1, 220) = 18.162, p < .001). The linear regression showed that age and gender are significant
predictors for return rate (βage = -0.007, t(df) = -2.169, p = .031; βgender = -0.470, t(df) = -4.262,
p = .000). Return policies and product communication did not show to be significant predictors
for return rate (βreturn_policies = 0.009, t(df) = 1.788, p = .075; βproduct_communication = 0.000, t(df) =
-0.038, p = .969). No linear relationship was found for the square of return policies (F(1, 219)
= 1.635, p = .202) and the square of product communication (F(1, 219) = 1.428, p = .233).
Findings/conclusion – This study showed that age and gender are significant predictors for
return rate, however return policies and product communication are not. Moreover, the
return rate shown in this study (59%) was higher compared to the average return rate found
in the literature research (44%). Policy terms are perceived the most important dimension of
return policies by Dutch consumers. Furthermore, product image is considered the most
important type of product communication. In general, this study implies that consumers are
more influenced by return policies that Dutch fashion retailers employ than that they are
influenced by product communication strategies.
Keywords
online fashion product return, return rate, online shopping, fashion retailers,
return policy, product communication
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1 | Conceptual Design
Chapter 1 presents the conceptual design of this study. Section 1.1 presents the introduction.
Section 1.2 outlines the problem statement and presents the research questions. Section 1.3
defines the main concepts. Lastly, section 1.4 explains the structure of this study.

1.1 Introduction
Consumer purchasing preferences have started to move from physical retail to ordering online
with the rapid development of e-commerce (Cao et al., 2020). Not only are people shopping
online more frequently, the purchase frequency and purchase amount has also increased in
recent years (CBS, 2019). In the Netherlands, the number of e-commerce consumers in 2019
has grown with 13% since 2014. About 96% of the Dutch people who are 15 years or older
have shopped online (PostNord, 2019; Thuiswinkel.org, 2019). Online, Dutch consumers
mostly purchased fashion products with 63% of all product categories in 2019 (PostNord,
2019). Of all Europeans, only the amount of fashion products that are purchased online by
German consumers is the same (PostNord, 2019). In comparison to the European average of
10% returns in all product categories combined, consumers in the Netherlands return online
purchased products with 13% most often (Ecommerce News, 2020). In addition, most returns
in the Netherlands are in the online fashion industry with a return rate of 44% (PostNord,
2019; Ecommerce News, 2020).
The flow of returned products for certain retailers provides a substantial asset stream
(Blackburn et al., 2004). The high return rate could be due to the fact that consumers can
easily return their packages (Ecommerce News, 2020). This means for retailers that they need
to have good reverse logistics, which are all logistics and operations related to the flow of
returned products (Stock & Mulki, 2009). Moreover, the high return rate of products entails
high costs, such as shipping costs, wages for the employees handling the return, and possibly
a product value loss (Yu & Kim, 2019). Return rates and logistical costs negatively impact the
profitability of retailers (Wood, 2001). Furthermore, a better understanding of consumer
return behaviour will enable a competitive advantage for retailers (Stock & Mulki, 2009).
If a consumer orders a product, and requirements established at the time of ordering are not
fulfilled, the consumer might want to return the product (Minnema et al., 2016). Thus, if the
consumer is dissatisfied with the product, a return will generate further delay in fulfilling the
consumer requirements (Mollenkopf et al., 2007). Therefore, many retailers provide return
policies to consumers in order to protect them against the possibility of dissatisfaction with
the purchased products (e.g. Ülkü et al., 2013; Wood, 2001). Consumers who shop online have
concerns about the delivery and exchange processes (Levin et al., 2003). Return policies are a
way to reduce the risk and potential dissatisfaction of online shopping and may increase the
purchasing intention of consumers (e.g. Janakiraman et al., 2016; Yu & Kim, 2019).
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Return policies can be either lenient or strict. On the one hand, lenient return policies increase
purchase and repurchase rates by decreasing the cost for the consumer and increasing
consumer satisfaction (Yu & Kim, 2019). In the online fashion industry, a movement towards
more lenient return policies is apparent (Hjort & Lantz, 2016). On the other hand, strict return
policies decrease the number of returns by increasing the costs for the consumer (Yu & Kim,
2019). Moreover, strict return policies tend to raise the likelihood of consumer risk and the
consumer desire to purchase (Bechwati & Siegal, 2005).
Online, consumers have insufficient product information at the time of ordering (Wood,
2001). It is difficult to convert the in-store experience into the online world and this is one of
the key factors that the fashion industry was slow to adopt e-commerce (Blázquez, 2014).
Consumers who shop online take more shopping risks compared to consumers who shop in
brick-and-mortar stores, due to the inability to examine the product directly and the limited
product information (Levin et al., 2003). The ability of consumers to properly assess products
before ordering them is influenced by the retailer’s provided information and therefore
impacts the return rate (Bechwati & Siegal, 2005). Product communication is the way how
retailers communicate and inform consumers about products. The consumer understanding
can be increased by illustrating a product’s characteristics and functions. Types of
communication differ from text to multimedia, to direct product tests (Wang, Yeh et al., 2019).

1.2 Problem statement and research questions
Ordering products online is a relatively new and fast-growing concept. There is a significant
body of information on consumer behavior regarding online shopping (e.g. Bechwati & Siegal,
2005; Foscht et al., 2013; Hjort & Lantz, 2012). However, there are still gaps in the relevant
literature, which this study aims to close. There is a scarce number of papers that focus on the
product return in Europe (e.g. Ashman & Vazquez, 2012; Walsh & Möhring, 2017). In addition,
most research is conducted in the United States (e.g. Cowart & Goldsmith, 2007; Janakiraman
et al., 2016; Kim & Lennon, 2010; Mollenkopf et al., 2007).
Compared to other European countries, consumers in the Netherlands return online
purchased products the most, especially fashion products (Ecommerce News, 2020). In
general, there is a scarce number of papers that focus on the product return in Europe.
However, there are a few studies focussing (partly) on the Netherlands (e.g. Weltevreden,
2008; Hjort & Lantz, 2016), but not on the online product return rate in combination with
return policies and product communication. Furthermore, there are no studies that focus
specifically on the online product return problem in the Netherlands. Therefore, the objective
of this study is to improve the understanding of consumer online product return behaviour in
the Netherlands. By examining return policies and product communication strategies, this
study provides opportunities for fashion retailers to reduce online product return rates.
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The central research question (CRQ) of this study is formulated as follows:
• To what extent are return policies and product communication strategies feasible for
Dutch fashion retailers to reduce online product return rates?
Five specific research questions (SRQs) are formulated to answer the CRQ, divided in questions
for the literature research and the empirical study. The SRQs researched in this study are:
Literature research:
1. To what extent are the costs related to online product returns relevant for Dutch
online fashion retailers?
2. What different kinds of return policies do Dutch online fashion retailers apply?
3. What different kinds of product communication strategies do Dutch online fashion
retailers apply?
Empirical study:
4. To what extent are return policies feasible for reducing the return rate of online
purchased fashion products?
5. To what extent are product communication strategies feasible for reducing the return
rate of online purchased fashion products?

1.3 Explanation of key concepts
This section defines the key concepts used in the report in Table 1.
Table 1.
Key concepts definitions
Key concept
Costs
Consumer behaviour
Dutch fashion retailers
Fashion products
Product communication
Product return rate
Return policies

Definition
All costs related to the return of online purchased fashion products, such
as shipping cost and handling costs (e.g. Ofek et al., 2011).
The study of how individuals or groups select, buy, use, and dispose
goods to satisfy their needs and wants (Kotler & Keller, 2011)
Retailers of fashion products in the Netherlands
All types of clothes (including sport clothes), shoes and personal life-style
articles (such as jewellery and bags) (Thuiswinkel.org, 2019)
The way how retailers communicate and inform consumers about
products, such as details and visuals (e.g. Hjort et al., 2019).
The number of products or orders that are returned (e.g. Bernon et al.,
2016).
Rules retailers establish to manage the product return process to
minimize the perceived risk of consumers and to maximize demand (e.g.
Janakiraman et al., 2016; Ketzenberg et al., 2020).
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1.4 Structure
The structure of the remainder of this study is as follows. Chapter 2 presents the theoretical
background related to the research questions, including the results of the systematic
literature review. Chapter 3 describes the methodology used for this study. Next, chapter 4
presents the results of the empirical study. Chapter 5 discusses the main findings and
limitations of this study. Lastly, chapter 6 presents the conclusion of this study, gives
managerial implications and provides recommendations for future research.
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2 | Theoretical background
Chapter 2 outlines the theoretical background with regard to specific research questions that
were formulated for the literature research. Each main concept is discussed in a separate
section: section 2.1 describes the return costs, section 2.2 describes return policies, and
section 2.3 describes product communication. Next, section 2.4 presents and discusses the
results of the theoretical background and answers to the specific research questions of the
literature research. Lastly, section 2.5 presents the conceptual framework of this study.

2.1 Return costs
This section discusses the problem for online fashion retailers regarding the costs of the
increasing product returns. Key factors in this are the product returns itself, types of costs,
ways to reduce costs, the consumer purchase decision and consumer shopping motives.
2.1.1 Product returns
In the Netherlands, 95% of the population uses the Internet (Kemp, 2020), which is also used
by many retailers worldwide for promotional purposes (Lindsey-Mullikin & Borin, 2017). The
Internet has enabled retailers to sell products online and it provides possible benefits since
retailers can reach consumer groups who prefer the comfort of online shopping. However,
the Internet also presents new challenges for retailers as product returns are growing
increasingly severe with the rise of the Internet (Ofek et al., 2011). This results in more costs
for retailers who have to handle the return process (Shang et al., 2017).
Products are returned when there are problems with the product or the delivery, and when
consumers regret or are dissatisfied with the product (Hjort et al., 2019; Ülkü & Gürler, 2018).
Especially in the online retail, companies need to provide quick and cost-effective return
services (Cárdenas et al., 2017). Bernon et al. (2016) found that within the online retail, the
ease with which consumers can return products is one of the main problems for the high
return rate. This is in line with findings of Kantar TNS, where 62% of the Dutch respondents
indicated that they find it easy to return products (Ecommerce News, 2020). The management
of product returns is part of the retailer’s overall reverse-logistics process (Ramanathan,
2011). The popularity of online shopping contributed to significant logistical and
organizational challenges involved with managing product returns (Hjort et al., 2019; Ülkü &
Gürler, 2018). These challenges have led to the emergence of a new industry contributing to
the reverse logistics activities (Ofek et al., 2011). Providers of logistical services are strained
to deal with strong demand, a consumer-driven market, reverse logistics, and sustainability
measures, which are all bringing tension on the costs (Cárdenas et al., 2017).
Even though online shopping is fast and easy, consumers must wait until the order is delivered
to gain experience with the product (Mollenkopf et al., 2007). In contrast to online shopping,
this experience is already available in a brick-and-mortar shopping situation (Wood, 2001).
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Consumers may want to return the product if upon delivery the requirements they had are
not fulfilled (Minnema et al., 2016). Uncertainty about a product might influence the return,
product uncertainty is defined as challenges consumers face at the moment of the purchase
decision when they assess the product online (Hong & Pavlou, 2014; Shulman et al., 2015).
Findings of Foscht et al. (2013) indicate that consumers lean on the safe side whilst making
their purchase decision when they are uncertain about some features of the product, such as
colour or size. In case of increased purchasing uncertainty and risk, consumers might purchase
more products than they need and return those that do not comply with their requirements
(Foscht et al., 2013). Thus, if products are returned, retailers may incur considerable costs for
processing the returns (Ofek et al., 2011). However, consumers may overcome their
uncertainty by changing their shopping behaviour, which would be more likely to happen
when consumers are shopping at a trustworthy retailer (Lee, 2015). In line with this, Walsh et
al. (2016) found that a retailer with a good reputation reduces the chances of consumers
returning products that they have purchased online. Their findings can be viewed in such a
way that the expected regret of consumers post-purchase, is suppressed by retailers with a
good reputation. In addition, Ramanathan (2011) found that consumers who are satisfied with
the product return process are more likely to re-purchase from the same retailer.
2.1.2 Types of costs
Consumer returns are progressively seen as an important aspect of the industry for many
retailers, as they are associated with high costs and the level of returns is gradually increasing
(Hjort et al., 2019). The product return problem is especially severe in industries where
consumers tend to “touch and feel” the product to assess how well it suits their preferences
and desires, such as the fashion industry (Ofek et al., 2011). Especially in this industry, many
important consumer decision-making characteristics are non-digital and challenging to convey
through online communication (Becker-Leifhold, 2018), resulting in products being returned
by consumers. Thus, product returns are an increasing expensive problem for online fashion
retailers (Minnema et al., 2016). Not only do they need to collect the returned products for
the consumers, retailers must also restock the product if it can be resold, market the product
for a reduced amount to a third party or throw the product away if necessary (Ofek et al.,
2011). With these means, product returns require a range of costs, which according to
Asdecker (2015) can be identified as direct or as indirect costs. Direct costs directly influence
the retailer, such as processing and administrative costs. Indirect costs are for example the
possible disruption to consumer relationships and are hard to measure (Asdecker, 2015).
Other forms of costs are external cost, which are hidden costs in the cost structure of a market
(Cárdenas et al., 2017). For example, the success of online shopping contributes to an
increased number of delivery vehicles carrying packages to consumers (Weltevreden, 2008).
Moreover, the transport sector in 2017 in Europe was responsible for 27% of greenhouse gas
emissions (European Environment Agency, 2019).
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Cárdenas et al. (2017) provides several forms of external costs because of delivery vehicles,
(Table 2). In addition to these costs, there are other external costs such as infrastructure costs,
scarcity of space and energy costs. Furthermore, the fashion industry is among the most
environmental unfriendly industries in the world. This has contributed to the need for new
market models capable of meeting consumer desires while at the same time decreasing the
fashion industry’s environmental impact (Becker-Leifhold, 2018).
Table 2.
External costs (Cárdenas et al., 2017)
External costs
Definition
Congestion costs
Decreased speed on the roads caused by additional transport vehicles
Accident costs
The dangers society face while a transport vehicle is driving
Air pollution
Air pollution from transport vehicles is a significant problem for society
Noise
The disturbance of noise and when it reaches 60 dB, it can lead to health
damage of those subjected to it
Climate change
Represented by the losses from greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions

Costs are not only for the retailer, also consumers can experience several additional costs
(Ofek et al., 2011). Next, three examples of additional costs are given. First, consumers face
the cost of time when they have to return a product to the store or to a post office. Second,
when the return is in process, consumers might have to wait again to receive or purchase
another product where they already have waited for with their initial purchase. Third, not all
product returns are free for consumers, sometimes an additional fee needs to be paid to cover
shipping costs or a restocking fee if this is charged by the retailer. Moreover, there are waiting
times before receiving the refund and some retailers might only offer consumers to exchange
the product or give store credit instead of returning money (Ofek et al., 2011).
2.1.3 Cost reduction
As deliveries have grown, so have the number of orders which have failed to be delivered.
When a product is out for delivery, consumers are not always at home to receive the package
which influences the perceived delivery time. This adds to higher shipping costs when
products have to be returned to the retailer or redelivered to the consumers at another time
(Weltevreden, 2008). A solution for failed deliveries are collection-and-delivery points, where
consumers can pick-up and return their packages (Weltevreden, 2008). Failed first time
deliveries can be left at these points so time and fuel can be saved. Since these points are in
rural areas, it is little effort for consumers to pick-up a (failed) delivery. Moreover, leaving
orders at these collection-and-delivery points reduces the possibility of loss of packages which
might have been left unsecured at a house. Thus, collection-and-delivery points will save costs
for consumers, carriers and retailers (Weltevreden, 2008). In line with this, Bernon et al.
(2016) propose that the accessibility for consumers to return points would be of increasing
importance for retailers. Moreover, retailers may need to create their own approaches or
collaborate with specialized service provides to differentiate themselves.
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Petersen and Kumar (2015) argue that companies appear to take the view that product
returns are simply an economic cost that needs to be managed and avoided, rather than the
view that consumer product return behaviour has the capacity to offer benefit by decreasing
the possible purchasing risk of the consumer (Petersen & Kumar, 2015). However, consumer
satisfaction should not be lost out of the sight of cost-effectiveness, since both avoidance and
gatekeeping reduce the number of returns (Asdecker, 2015). On the one hand, retailers can
use the “avoidance” technique in their return management which are strategic initiatives,
such as enhancing product quality and reducing delivery time, meant to minimize return rates
(Asdecker, 2015; Bernon et al., 2016). On the other hand, retailers can use the “gatekeeping”
technique which disrupts or prevents orders from reaching the return channel (Asdecker,
2015). Especially when the costs of the return are higher than the price of the product itself,
gatekeeping reduces return costs (Hjort et al., 2019). According to Asdecker (2015), an ideal
approach for the management of returns incorporates both prevention efforts and the
effective managing of unavoidable returns. However, retailers prefer the avoidance
technique, as gatekeeping can be difficult at the operational level since consumers cannot
experience the products until the order is received (Hjort et al., 2019; Griffis et al., 2012).
2.1.3 Purchase decision
Only a deeper knowledge of the nature of consumer online product return behaviour will help
retailers establish ways to handle the different effects of online product purchasing (Saarijärvi
et al., 2017). The purchase decision of consumers whilst shopping online can be divided into
two decisions: the decision to order the product and the decision to keep or return the
product when the order has arrived (Wood, 2001). As researched by Kantar TNS, the most
important factor whilst determining to purchase online is the free return. Of the Dutch
participants, 29% says this strongly influences their purchase decision, and if the return was
not free, 75% of them indicated not to order the products online (Ecommerce News, 2020).
Reasons to return for consumers are for example a low product quality or the wrong product
size, which the consumer discovers post-purchase (Petersen & Kumar, 2015). Therefore,
product returns appear to arise as consumers change their mind since they will decide
whether the product satisfies their requirements upon delivery. Ramanathan (2011), found
that consumers continue to purchase low-risk products (low-price, low-ambiguity). Low-risk
products are purchased with little or no thorough research because the products are less
costly, and retailers often offer problem-free return policies if returned within a specified
amount of time. Contrary, consumers invest considerably more time and effort thinking about
the product before purchasing high-risk products (high-price, high-ambiguity). Most possible
explanation for returning these products will be an actual problem with the product, such as
a broken or wrong delivered product. Thus, high-risk product returns happen because
consumers are not pleased with the product, instead of a changing mind. However, consumers
returning high-risk products cannot display strong consumer satisfaction even if they might
be pleased with the return handling (Ramanathan, 2011).
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Furthermore, purchasing products online and returning products in a brick-and-mortar store
has become a widely used option by consumers and has the ability to create additional
spontaneous sales (Mollenkopf et al., 2007). Whilst shopping online, consumers tend to make
purchases in an impulsive way. This can happen if a consumer gets a sudden, sometimes
strong and intense desire to purchase something immediately (Aragoncillo & Orús, 2018).
Even though the consumer can look at several places online for information about the product
before purchasing it, logical decisions are not always taken and there is often space for
impulsive purchasing online (Aragoncillo & Orús, 2018). According to findings of Kang and
Johnson (2009), the return of fashion products is positively related to impulsive purchasing
behaviour of consumers. Furthermore, Aragoncillo and Orús (2018) show that the easiness to
pay online, the wider range and the availability of consumer reviews can be important factors
for online impulse purchases. However, extra costs can be attached to the products with
online shopping, such as shipping costs and return costs. Consumers tend to escape these
extra expenses, which can reduce their impulsive purchasing behaviour.
2.1.4 Shopping motives
For online retailers, it is important to consider what encourages consumers in their shopping
motives. These motives highlight what the online retailer should offer in order to compete
effectively. Shopping motives can be hedonic and utilitarian (Wagner, 2007). Hedonic
shopping applies to the value gained from the emotive aspects, such as fun and enjoyability,
of the consumers personal shopping experience. In contrast, utilitarian shopping is logical and
task-oriented, and thus not emotive (Hirschman & Holbrook, 2016). Both value dimensions
are relevant because they are present in all shopping experiences and consumer behaviour.
In addition, they are a crucial factor in forecasting the purchasing preferences of consumers
(Hirschman & Holbrook, 2016).
Fashion in particular, is listed as a high-hedonic product group as it has satisfying, symbolic
and experiential features (Blázquez, 2014). In line with this, Cowart and Goldsmith (2007)
found that hedonistic shoppers are more likely to purchase fashion online than consumers
with other shopping motives. Furthermore, hedonistic shoppers spent more time purchasing
fashion online than their peers, suggesting that the joy of shopping is not limited to purchases
in a brick-and-mortar store. Moreover, it was shown that value-conscious consumers possibly
purchase fashion online less quickly than consumers with other shopping motives. In addition,
it is revealed that impulse shoppers invest more in online fashion in an average month and
spend more time online than most consumers. Such results might prove that a large number
of online fashion purchases are impulsive and unforeseen (Cowart & Goldsmith, 2007).
Findings of Seo et al. (2015), show that while hedonic motivation drives purchases, impulsive
(as opposed to planned) purchases result in more return issues, increased return probability,
and reduced purchase intentions. While utilitarian motivation drives purchases, planned and
impulsive purchases have similar return issues, return probability and purchase intentions.
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Both motives are moderated by a return policy: the shopping plan and purchase motivations
no longer influence purchasing intentions when a retailer offers a flexible return policy.
Implying that consumers who make impulsive hedonic purchases, have their issues with
product returns mitigated when they realize that a product can be returned if their decision
changes (Seo et al., 2015). However, the cost burden of the returns is mainly for the retailers
and is motivated in part by highly flexible return policies, such as offering complete refunds
to consumers when they return products (Shang et al., 2017).
2.1.5 Summary return costs
It can be stated that consumer product return rates have risen in recent years, contributing to
higher costs for retailers who have to handle the return process. Logistics service providers
are struggling to deal with strong demand, a consumer-driven market, reverse logistics and
sustainability measures, all of which carry cost pressure. Particularly in the fashion industry, it
is challenging for consumers to make the right purchase decision as they cannot try the
product pre-purchase. Product returns tend to emerge when consumers change their minds
when they determine if the products meet their requirements post-purchase. Therefore, it is
necessary for online retailers to understand what motivates consumers in their purchase
decisions.
All in all, a better comprehension of the nature of consumer online product return behaviour
can allow retailers to find strategies to cope with the multiple consequences of excessive
product return rates and related costs. Nonetheless, fashion products are returned frequently
and are an increasing expensive problem for retailers. However, consumers can face extra
costs too, such as cost of time or costs that needs to be paid to the retailer. Yet, the cost
pressure of the product returns is mainly for the retailers and is partly driven by highly flexible
return policies, such as providing complete refunds to consumers while returning products.
Therefore, the next section will go further in depth on the topic of return policies.

2.2 Return policies
This section describes the concept return policies. Key factors in this are the effects of return
policies on the return process, different types of return policies, consumer behaviour
regarding return policies and the use of promotional strategies.
2.2.1 Return process
Consumers often use previous experiences and details given by retailers, such as product
return policies, to persuade their purchase decision (Petersen & Kumar, 2015). Therefore, the
way retailers manage product returns is an essential aspect of the whole shopping experience
for consumers (Bonifield et al., 2010). Retailers use return policies as an instrument to
minimize the perceived risk of consumers and to maximize demand (Ketzenberg et al., 2020).
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Perceived risk is defined by Cox and Rich in 1964 (as cited in Kim & Lennon, 2010), as the
amount of uncertainty perceived by a consumer regarding a particular purchase decision.
Moreover, return policies are used by retailers to manage the return process, and can be
employed in two ways: pre-purchase, showing a certain degree of retailer or product quality,
and post-purchase, handling the product return (Bonifield et al., 2010).
Retailers often use policies that give consumers the option to exchange products or get a
refund if they are not satisfied with the product post-purchase. With this, online retailers
achieve a higher degree of post-purchase satisfaction (Bahn & Boyd, 2014). On the one hand,
consumers may receive disconfirming information post-purchase that can influence them to
return the product (Bechwati & Siegal, 2005; Kang & Johnson, 2009). Thus, the return of a
product to a retailer is part of the post-purchase behavior of consumers (Kang & Johnson,
2009). On the other hand, Bechwati and Siegal (2015) prove that pre-purchase feelings and
reactions specifically influence the probability of return. However, the search for pre-purchase
information can be perceived by consumers as a cost or experience (hedonic benefit). Results
of Maity and Arnold (2013) indicate that the commitment of a consumer during a search that
is perceived as a cost, reduces product satisfaction and increases the return intention.
Contrarily, search that is perceived as an experience, increases product satisfaction and
reduces return intentions (Maity & Arnold, 2013).
In an online context, the purchase risks are assessed by the consumer which lead to the
decision to purchase or not (Griffis et al., 2012). The confidence consumers have in the retailer
grows if the purchase risks are minimal and both the delivery process and the product return
process is successful. Furthermore, with an increase in confidence of consumers with the
retailer, the repurchase behavior can be influenced, resulting in more sales. As sales increase,
the rise in value of consumer confidence can thus make up for the costs caused by a return
policy (Griffis et al., 2012). However, managing product returns is always costly, therefore
retailers are actively searching for ways to reduce returns. They are implementing policies to
discourage fraudulent returns such as raising the return cost or shortening the permitted time
to return products (Janakiraman & Ordóñez, 2012). Nonetheless, the flexibility of a return
policy often relies on laws. In Europe, consumers are constitutionally entitled to a guaranteed
14-day return policy with full refund of the products and delivery costs (Europa.eu, 2020).
According to findings of Kang and Johnson (2009), return of fashion products is positively
related to consumers their consideration of the return policies. Thus, return policies can have
a significant effect on the product return rate. Return policies differ greatly across retailers,
some offering flexible return policies, while others put a number of rules on returns (Foscht
et al., 2013). Simultaneously, return policies became a crucial and extra competence factor
between online retailers. Consumers do not only assess product prices or categories, they also
analyse the product return policies and processes of online retailers (Saarijärvi et al., 2017).
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Therefore, an increasing number of omnichannel retailers started to give consumers the
alternative of purchasing products online and if necessary returning the products to a brickand-mortar store (Jin et al., 2020). Retailers that are using the omni-channel, implement crosschannel functionalities which are all aligned, such as an online store and a brick-and-mortar
store (Bernon et al., 2016). These cross-channel return policy of purchasing online and
returning in store, can be a strategic tool as online sales rise and the returns of these sales
increase. Furthermore, consumers safe costs as most returns to a brick-and-mortar store are
for free and a refund can be given immediately (Jin et al., 2020).
2.2.2 Types of return policies
In general, there are two types of return policies: lenient return policies and strict return
policies. First, lenient return policies usually allow flexible return time, cost minimal effort and
have high coverage (Petersen & Kumar, 2015). They might be used by retailers because such
policies boost sales rather than limit returns, given the costs of managing product returns
(Janakiraman et al., 2016). Typically speaking, retailers use lenient return policies not just
because they can indicate high quality, but also because they serve as a risk reliever for the
purchase decision of consumers (Ülkü & Gürler, 2018). Second, strict policies usually allow
shorter time to return, are more effort and have restrictive coverage (Petersen & Kumar,
2015). Consumers frequently view a strict return policy as a likely indicator of poor product
quality as the retailer tries to maximize the strain on the consumer’s return costs in order to
convince consumers not to return (Wood, 2001).
Online retailers experience difficulty about how to implement return policies (Bonifield et al.,
2010). Furthermore, they might vary their return policies over time with some getting more
restrictive, and some more lenient throughout for example a holiday period (Dailey & Ülkü,
2018). In one way, retailers recognize that lenient return policies indicate that the company
stands behind the quality and delivery of their products and that can cause consumers to
purchase more. At the same time, retailers are likely to understand that lenient return policies
are costly and challenging to manage (Bonifield et al., 2010).
Bower and Maxham (2012), showed that while retailers might be forced to place return costs
on consumers to avoid return abuse in the short term, retailers could well be confronted with
reduced sales if they do so. Therefore, several retailers have developed return policies aimed
at reducing their own costs, such as the equity-based return shipping policy. With this policy,
the retailer will cover the cost to compensate for the return if they are to blame for it, if
consumers are to blame, consumers have to cover the costs. It is shown that consumers who
pay for their own product returns usually reduce their re-purchases. Furthermore, consumers
who receive a free return usually increase their repurchases. This is in line with Janakiraman
et al. (2016), who suggests that retailers tend to use lenient return policies, because they
believe that leniency helps to increase sales despite the high costs of online product returns.
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Furthermore, Wang, Anderson et al. (2019) found that the expected return policy leniency,
the expected fairness of the return experience and the expected quality of the return
experience are critical and influencing aspects that affect the decision of a consumer to
repurchase. Perceived fairness and quality enforced the intention to purchase again. It is
suggested that de expectation of a consumers about the return policies and the experience
with returning products affect the repurchase intention.
However, as suggested by Janakiraman et al. (2016) and by Hjort and Lantz (2016), retailers
should be cautious when selecting the factors of leniency, the rates of lenience and the
application of certain leniency factors. Policies can have a short-term benefit, such as an
increase in sales or demand, and long-term benefits, such as a loyal consumer base and
profitability. Hjort and Lantz (2016) found that using free returns, a form of monetary leniency,
for short-term benefits does not automatically improve the profit of retailers long-term,
including the related costs of handling the returns. However, findings also demonstrate that
return policies will help retailers long-term as consumers that return products are the most
profitable consumers since they are both loyal and do not expect free returns.
Heiman et al. (2001) and Janakiraman et al. (2016) define four dimensions of return policies:
(1) retailers vary the time permitted to return the product, which is usually 30-90 days; (2)
costs to return the product, such as shipping costs or a restocking fee; (3) effort to return the
product, such as consumer effort or transaction costs and (4) policy terms, such as cash refund
or product exchange. Furthermore, there are other requirements, such as return in original
package or sale items may not be returned. However, a return policy can encourage
consumers to return a product even if it fulfills the consumer requirements, thereby providing
more security against any inconsistency between the needs of the consumer and product
benefits (Heiman et al., 2001). Findings of d’Astous and Guèvremont (2008) show that both
the time permitted to return the product and policy terms have a substantial effect on the
retailer’s image and that only the permitted return time has an effect on the desire for
additional product information (d’Astous & Guèvremont, 2008). Besides, according to
Petersen and Kumar (2015), when retailers want to reduce returns, providing a strict return
policy in terms of restricting product returns together with more time to return and leniency
to exchange, would be beneficial for retailers. The effect of giving more time to return is
consistent with findings of Janakiraman and Ordóñez (2012), who observed that a longer
return time encourages consumers to postpone or delay their decision to return a product
which reduces the return rate.
2.2.3 Consumer behaviour
Petersen and Kumar (2015), found that consumers who return a reasonable number of orders,
purchase more products in the future. Therefore, retailers should not necessarily perceive
return policies as a cost. This finding corresponds to results of Janakiraman et al. (2016),
showing that purchases increase more with a lenient return policy than the return rates do.
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Thus return policies do benefit retailers in terms of sales (Janakiraman et al., 2016). The
restrictiveness of the retailer’s return policy is vital in terms of the view of consumer
behaviour, because restrictiveness is perceived as a risk by consumers when they consider to
purchase products online (Bahn & Boyd, 2014). If retailers offer accurate information,
consumers can feel more secure in their purchase and retailers directly protect themselves
against returns (Bahn & Boyd, 2014).
Furthermore, consumer return behaviour is largely influenced by the satisfaction and loyalty
of consumers (Foscht et al., 2013). Profitability can be increased with the growth of confidence
among consumers, but it can also be decreased with return policies. Hjort and Lantz (2016),
suggest that selling a similar product using various return policies in separate markets can give
wrong signals to consumers, and that strategy can increase the product returns. Moreover,
providing the same terms and conditions to all consumer groups is not profitable. However,
both Janakiraman et al. (2016) and Bonifield et al. (2010), suggest using various return policies
as there are different consumers groups that all react differently on return policies. For the
various forms of return policies, Walsh and Möhring (2017) found that utilizing a full refund
guarantee increases the product return rate, whilst product reviews reduce the product return
rate. Similarly, findings of Shang et al. (2017) show that the effect of providing a full refund is
surprisingly low. Besides, the value that consumers currently put on these full refunds
weakens easily when the retailer asks shipping costs, or when they are confronted with
consumers who hardly have online shopping experience. Overall their results advise against
the belief that flexible return policies are necessary (Shang et al., 2017).
Even though return policies might be profit generators, retailers need to be careful in
introducing strategies that minimize the risk impact of returns (Ülkü & Gürler, 2018).
Consumers encounter more negative behaviour towards the retailers, more desire to waiver
the return policy, and more intention to fraudulently return the products of future orders if
they really expect that they can return a product successfully but are refused, compared to
when they do not have expectations and are refused (Ülkü et al., 2013). This is in line with
findings of Dailey and Ülkü (2018), who observed that refusing returns incorrectly contributes
to negative consumer behaviour against the retailer. Thus, some consumers tend to abuse
return policies by means of opportunistic or rather fraudulent behaviour (Ketzenberg et al.,
2020), whereas some might return products for a valid reasons, such as a faulty product
(Wachter et al., 2012). In recent years, consumers have returned products even when they
were not dissatisfied with them or when the products were not damaged (Lee, 2015). Hence,
some consumers might have valid reasons for returning products they have ordered online,
other consumers might profit from a free return policy (Wachter et al., 2012). However,
strengthening of a return policy to reduce fraudulent returns can have unexpected
consequences. In addition, the more complicated product returns are, the fewer consumers
do regular purchases, the less satisfied and loyal they become (Mollenkopf et al., 2007).
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2.2.4 Promotional strategies
Findings of Zhou et al. (2018) suggest that a package design that is well thought of, with
colours and free gifts, decreases the return intention of consumers and the actual number of
product returns. A well-designed package offers the first consumer experience with their
online product order, which eventually will affect the return decision. Similarly, Lee and Yi
(2017) propose that retailers should provide free gifts with orders, as these orders are less
likely to be returned than orders without a free gift. Moreover, results showed that
promotions with gifts reduces the product returns by consumers and that this effect is
moderated by perceived loss in the return of a product.
Furthermore, Lee and Yi (2019) supported this proposition with another study were they
suggested that a free gift promotion reduces product returns by consumers compared to
when a bundle is promoted. This promotional strategy of retailers to offer additional products
(e.g., free gifts or bundles) to entice consumers and boost purchases is used frequently.
However, there is a difference: with a free gift retailers promote “Buy A, get B for free” and
with a bundle retailers promote “Buy A and B for €”. It was shown that consumers who were
offered a free gift are reluctant to return the products. Thus, presenting a promotion as a free
gift and not as a bundle might be more efficient to reduce the returns of products by
consumers. Moreover, Lee and Yi (2019) state that both the pre-purchase decision (i.e.,
purchase intention) and the post-purchase decision (i.e., return intention) are affected by
promotions as free gifts provide hedonic benefits for consumers. By contrast, the benefits of
bundle promotions are rather discount reductions (utilitarian benefits) that make consumers
purchase a bundle at a cheaper rate than the individual products cost separately.
2.2.5 Summary return policies
It can be stated that the return policy of a retailer might have a major influence on the number
of product returns. Return policies are often utilized by retailers as a method to reduce
perceived risk for consumers and to increase demand. Return policies give consumers the
option of exchanging products or receiving refunds if the consumer is not satisfied with the
product upon delivery. Some retailers implement flexible return policies, whilst others set
down a range of rules. Generally, return policies are either lenient or strict. Lenient policies
boost sales rather than return, indicate high quality and act as risk relievers for consumers’
purchase decisions. Strict policies are a possible sign of low product quality because the
retailer attempts to increase the pressure of the return costs on the consumers in order to
encourage them not to return. Retailers have problems implementing return policies, but
certain return policies benefit retailers in terms of profitability. Although return policies can
be drivers of profit, retailers need to be vigilant in implementing strategies that reduce the
risk effect of product returns. Retailers can manage the return process by using return policies
in two ways: pre-purchase and post-purchase. In addition to return policies, product
communication can influence the pre-purchase and post-purchase decision of consumers.
Therefore, the next section will cover the topic of product communication.
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2.3 Product communication
This section discusses the online product communication strategies of retailers. Key factors in
this are online shopping and digitalization, consumer preferences and influences, and risks
and technologies.
2.3.1 Online shopping and digitalization
In the growing online fashion retail world, retailers need to find ways to communicate with
their consumers (Blázquez, 2014). One of the biggest obstacles for consumers to purchase
fashion online is the lack of physical contact and the possibility to experience the products
(Blázquez, 2014). To avoid product returns, retailers can clearly describe the product in
addition to displaying accurate images of the products. Moreover, videos can be added as
other visual and size guides to help consumers make the right purchase decision (Hjort et al.,
2019). Thus, the communication of information via product presentation needs to be
understandable and reliable, since it is the only contact that a consumer has with the product
pre-purchase (Flavián et al., 2009). Moreover, visual presentation of product information is
recognised as one of the key factors for successful online retailing (Ramanathan, 2010).
On the Internet, consumers can find product information at no substantial cost and in a short
time. However, the amount and the complexity of information makes it hard for consumers
to determine the importance of the given product information (De Veirman, Cauberghe &
Hudders, 2017). The Internet is used more frequently by consumers to search for product
information than brick-and-mortar stores (Flavián et al., 2020). Contrarily, Flavián et al. (2020)
observed that webrooming (search information online, purchase in a brick-and-mortar store)
is practised more by consumers than showrooming (information and experience products in
brick-and-mortar store, purchase online). Thus, the Internet is the main search location, while
brick-and-mortar stores are the favoured location to purchase (Flavián et al., 2020).
Webrooming is a popular purchasing behaviour that needs to be considered by both online
and brick-and-mortar retailers when developing their strategies. Such behaviour is motivated
by two key aspects: the uncertainty consumers experience as they purchase a product, and
lower online prices compared to prices in brick-and-mortar stores (Balakrishnan et al., 2014).
According to Ramanathan (2011), consumers base their online purchase decision roughly on
pre-purchase factors and post-purchase factors. One pre-purchase factor is the website of the
retailer that should retain the attention of consumers. In specific, clear and accurate
information about the product is often very critical when consumers determine the quality of
an e-retailers website. Post-purchase factors include the entire spectrum of post-purchase
and consumer service, such as the delivery process and the procedures for managing product
returns. It is important for consumers that retailers offer appropriate information on their
website about the product return process. Thus, next to the communication of the product
itself, the information provided by the retailer about the product delivery and return process
is perceived important by consumers (Ramanathan, 2011).
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The consumer decision process has roughly three stages: alternative evaluation, purchase and
post-purchase (Chen-Yu & Kincade, 2001). The effect of product images at these stages was
researched by Chen-Yu and Kincade (2001), they found that at the alternative evaluation
stage, product images significantly and positively influenced the perceived quality and
performance expectations. At the purchase stage, product images were not a determinant of
the consumer purchase intention but significantly and positively influenced by the willingness
to pay for the product. At the post-purchase stage, product images did not specifically impact
the satisfaction of consumers, but product images and product performance did influence the
satisfaction significantly. When the performance was good, the product images had a
significant and positive impact on satisfaction. When the performance was poor, the product
images had a significant and negative impact on satisfaction (Chen-Yu & Kincade, 2001).
Even though most retailers generally use text and images on their websites to give product
information, it becomes apparent this is not enough to show essential product characteristics
(Overmars & Poels, 2015). Results of Overmars and Poels (2015) suggest that dynamic product
presentation may be capable of solving this issue for online fashion retailers. The processing
of mental imagery (i.e., perceptual information accessed from memory) is a key factor in the
process of value creation. This finding indicates that mental imagery impacts sensory
information and helps products to look more appealing. Furthermore, consumers are possibly
paying repeated visits to websites of online retailers delivering shopping experiences that
include effective communication through a certain form of interactivity and mental
manipulation of products or experiences. Online retailers could thus enable and engage
consumers in the online value creation process, rather than treating them as passive receivers
of product information (Overmars & Poels, 2015).
2.3.2 Consumer preferences and influences
For consumers, it is easy to go from one retailer’s website to another while searching for
products online. Therefore, retailers need to gain and retain the attention of consumers (Ha
et al., 2007). As defined by Ashman and Vazquez (2012), there are roughly three ways to gain
the attention of consumers to influence purchase intentions and to build trust and loyalty.
First, the most frequently used product communication is an image of the product, which is a
static product presentation. This type of presentation enables consumers to look at a product
from different angles, on a model or with a zoom function. Second, video is used as a moving
presentation. Although generally video is not used, studies suggest that video can boost the
product attractiveness and increase brand recognition. Third, text and product images
together, such as product recommendations, are frequently used by online retailers.
Recommendations can be shared via a text along with images, and both together can be more
effective. However, images are more closely linked to specifically creating consumer purchase
intentions than video. Nonetheless, trust may be built from combining images and video on
the website of the fashion retailer (Ashman & Vazquez, 2012).
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Furthermore, research reveals that product recommendations which are created by retailers
directly link to the growth of consumer trust and loyalty towards the fashion retailer (Ashman
& Vazquez, 2012). Thus, next to the communication about the product provided by the
retailer, consumers can leave online reviews to give personal experiences about products or
services delivered by the retailer. A negative review of a product after delivery often occurs
due to the minimal ability of the consumers to assess and try products pre-purchase
(Minnema et al., 2016). This causes product uncertainty for consumers, which then raises the
probability that a product will fail to meet the requirements of the consumer. Such unmet
requirements contribute to consumer dissatisfaction and an increased probability of return
(Minnema et al., 2016). The requirements of the consumers are partly shaped by the available
online consumer reviews, and these might influence the decision to return.
As defined by Minnema et al. (2016), online consumer reviews have three characteristics:
valance (i.e., mean rating), volume (i.e., number of reviews), and variance (i.e., variance in
ratings). It is observed that there is a favourable impact on the purchasing decision with review
valence and volume, while review variance decreases the purchase probability. Moreover, if
the consumer requirements established at the time of purchase become very optimistic due
to too favourable reviews, consumers will be more likely to order. However, therefore the risk
of return rises due to unmet expectations at the time of product delivery (Minnema et al.,
2016). Therefore, Minnema et al., (2016) advise retailers to provide consumers with
information that gives the right expectations. In addition, they urge retailers to have a broad
review base that accurately represents the products and retailers should actively encourage
consumers to write a review (Minnema et al., 2016).
2.3.3 Risks and technologies
With online shopping, consumers face several risks: they are not able to feel or see the
product, they might have to pay for shipping costs, and they are not able to take the product
home immediately (Thuiswinkel.org, 2020). Providing specific information may be a useful
way to decrease perceived consumer risk in online shopping, improve consumer satisfaction
and enhance better shopping experiences (Kim & Lennon, 2010). In the sense of online fashion
retailing, the impossibility to see and try fashion products before purchasing may result in an
increased perceived risk. Providing product information such as different visuals and detailed
product information can be a way to reduce the perceived risk (Kim & Lennon, 2010).
Moreover, results of Shulman et al. (2015) show that when not all information about a product
is revealed to the consumer pre-purchase, they have more uncertainty. However, if
consumers receive more information post-purchase, and for example discover that a
particular size of clothing would fit better, they might be more inclined to return the product.
Thus, results indicate that information intended to take away uncertainty from consumers
avoiding them to change their minds post-purchase, can potentially have the contrary and
undesired effect by means of more product returns (Shulman et al., 2015).
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To improve the efficiency of online product presentation, retailers have implemented a range
of visualization tools such as zoom functions (Yoo & Kim, 2012). Moreover, emerging
information technologies allow consumers to evaluate fashion online, providing an interactive
and fun shopping experience which might have significant effects for brick-and-mortar stores
(Blázquez, 2014). Levels of interactivity vary according to Blázquez (2014), ranging from zoom
functions to virtual dressing rooms. Interactive technologies are expected to have an impact
on consumers, and positively influence their experience and attitudes towards purchasing
fashion online. Virtual dressing rooms, for example, have shown to improve online purchases
and reduce product returns. Through presenting details about height and weight, consumers
can dress a virtual model with the products they want. Personalization appears to become a
big development, with consumers being able to set up digital profiles describing their desires
and retailers utilizing these profiles to customize fashion recommendations (Blázquez, 2014).
Furthermore, fashion products in brick-and-mortar stores are usually presented in
combination with complementary products (e.g., a shirt with jeans), whereas showcasing a
single product without combination is commonly seen in online retailing (Yoo & Kim, 2012).
Results of Yoo and Kim (2012), show that well-combined product presentations were more
successful than product presentations that were not combined. This contributed to positive
reactions of consumers since they assess fashion products not just as separate items, but
rather as part of a whole (Yoo & Kim, 2012). Thus, while presenting a fashion item online,
retailers might want to consider presenting the featured product with a complementary
product to generate more beneficial shopping results.
2.3.4 Summary product communication
Retailers need to find ways to communicate products to their consumers via the Internet.
Consumers face challenges when they purchase fashion online as they are not able to feel or
try the product pre-purchase. Providing relevant information can be a valuable way to reduce
perceived consumer risk in online shopping, increase consumer satisfaction and create better
shopping experiences. The purchase decision of consumers is generally based on pre-purchase
factors and post-purchase factors. Furthermore, webrooming is used more than
showrooming, indicating that the Internet is the main search location for consumers to find
product information. To prevent product returns, retailers could add visuals of the products
(e.g., images and video) and clear product descriptions on their website. Moreover, size guides
and product reviews can be added to help consumers make the right purchase decision.
However, it has become evident that this is not enough to show essential product
characteristics. Using innovative product presentation techniques might help to solve this
dilemma for online fashion retailers as it is important for retailers to gain the attention of
consumers. Therefore, retailers have implemented a range of visualization tools such as zoom
functions and virtual dressing rooms to improve the efficiency of the online product
presentation. These emerging technologies enable consumers to evaluate fashion product
pre-purchase, whilst offering an interactive and fun online shopping experience.
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2.4 Results theoretical background
After the literature research on the main concepts, the SRQs related to the literature research
were answered:
1. To what extent are the costs related to online product returns relevant for Dutch
online fashion retailers?
2. What different kinds of return policies do Dutch online fashion retailers apply?
3. What different kinds of product communication strategies do Dutch online fashion
retailers apply?
2.4.1 Result return costs
Costs related to online product returns are relevant for Dutch online fashion retailers because
retailers might incur considerable costs for processing the returns. Furthermore, as product
returns are increasing, so are the costs to handle the return process. There are different types
of costs. Products need to be shipped to the consumers (shipping costs), and if the consumer
wants to return, products need to be collected again (return costs). Other return costs are the
costs for products that need to be restocked and possibly remarketed for a lower price. Costs
can be either direct (e.g., processing cost) or indirect (e.g., disruption consumer relationship).
Furthermore, costs can be external and hidden in the cost structure of the market. As the
fashion industry is among the most environmental unfriendly industries in the world, they
have an influence on the climate change due to greenhouse gas emissions from for example
delivery vehicles, resulting in losses. Furthermore, online fashion retailers contribute to
infrastructure cost, scarcity of space and energy cost. The cost burden of the returns is mainly
for the retailers and is caused in part by highly flexible return policies, such as offering
complete refunds to consumers when they return products. Thus, costs related to online
product returns are relevant for Dutch online fashion retailers as they are diverse.
2.4.2 Result return policies
Return policies are applied by Dutch online fashion retailers to help manage the return process
and they can be employed in two ways: pre-purchase and post-purchase. Retailers mainly use
the return policies as a tool to minimize the perceived risk of consumers and to maximize
sales. The product return rate can be significantly affected by return policies, especially with
fashion products. Return policies differ widely between retailers, some offer flexible return
policies, while others have a number of rules on returns. There are basically two types of
return policies: lenient or strict. Lenient policies are flexible and could be used by retailers as
sales boosters. These policies indicate high quality and serve as a risk-reliever for consumers.
Strict policies are less flexible and seen as an indicator of poor product quality by consumers.
Retailers have developed strict return policies to reduce their own costs and to persuade
consumers not to return. Thus, policies can create short-term benefits in terms of sales and
long-time benefits in terms of profitability. In general, return policies differ in four dimensions:
allowed return time, cost of return, return effort and policy terms.
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2.4.3 Result product communication
Product communication strategies are applied by Dutch online fashion retailers in various
forms. A clear product communication is crucial to avoid products from being returned to the
fashion retailer, since it is the only interaction consumers have with the product pre-purchase.
In addition to a clear textual description of the product, retailers can show images, add videos,
make use of size guides, present consumer product reviews and implement information
technologies such as zoom functions or virtual dressing rooms. Moreover, previous research
has shown that consumers pay repeating visits to fashion retailers’ websites that are providing
a shopping experience including effective communication through some form of interactivity
and mental manipulation of products or experiences. In general, webrooming is practiced
more by consumers than showrooming, suggesting that the Internet is the main search
location for consumers to find product information. Furthermore, retailers can offer the
online advertised fashion product with a complimentary product to achieve more valuable
shopping outcomes. Thus, Dutch online fashion retailers have several kinds of product
communication strategies that they can apply.

2.5 Conceptual framework
Based on the central research question of this study, the conceptual framework was
developed. The independent variables of this study are return policies and product
communication. The dependent variable of this study is the product return rate (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Conceptual framework

The return policy of a retailer influences the consumer return behaviour and thus the product
return rate. Just as that the way how the product is communicated to the consumers
influences the purchase decisions consumers make and thus the product return rate.
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3 | Methodology
Chapter 3 explains the methodology used for this study. Section 3.1 presents and outlines the
research design. Section 3.2 presents the operationalized concepts as measurable indicators.
Next, section 3.3 describes the data collection methods after which the data analysis methods
are presented in section 3.4. Section 3.5 presents the research framework. Lastly, section 3.6
presents and outlines the risks and limitations of this study.

3.1 Research design
To address the central research question, a literature research and empirical study were
conducted. First, a systematic literature review was performed to gather existing data and
information about the main concepts return policies and product communication. The
literature research forms the theoretical background of this study. A literature research is a
source of secondary data, which is data that is already available (Beech, 2015). Second, an
empirical study was conducted by which new data is collected with the use of a consumer
survey. The survey is a primary data source and will be used to gather information for the
research questions (Beech, 2015). This data was analysed, after which conclusions were
deducted from the findings of the research. Therefore, the type of research conducted in this
study is applied research since a practical problem was studied.
The theoretical background is the starting point to understand, explain, explore and discover
what is known and not known about return policies and product communication. To be able
to answer the CRQ and the SRQs, both a literature research and a quantitative approach were
perceived to be useful. The method for gathering the quantitative data that best fits this study
is a survey. This method is useful for this study since it was aimed with the survey to collect
data on how Dutch consumers behave whilst shopping for fashion products online and how
this influences their purchase decisions and return behaviour. A sample of the Dutch
population represented the unit of analysis in this study. Thus, this study utilized a crosssectional research design because taking a cross-section of a group will reveal the prevalence
of a phenomenon (Kumar, 2019). The group of whom a cross-section was taken are consumers
(15> years old) of Dutch online fashion retailers. They were the unit of analysis in this study.
As a level of measurement, the consumer is an individual.
The goal of this study was to improve the understanding into the extent to which product
communication and return policies may help reduce product return behaviour, by answering
the CRQ of this study: “To what extent are return policies and product communication
strategies feasible for Dutch fashion retailers to reduce online product return rates?”
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3.2 Operationalization
To create an overview about how return policies and product communication affect the online
product return behaviour of consumers from Dutch fashion retailers, measurable indicators
of the main concepts were made. These were used to create the operationalization scheme
(Table 3). This scheme was used to formulate questions for the consumer survey that was
conducted. The dependent concept of this study is the return rate of online purchased fashion
products. The independent concepts of this study are return policies and product
communication.
Table 3.
Operationalization scheme
Concepts

Variables

Operationalization

Survey
question

Return rate

Delivery
time

Time consumers expect their order to be delivered

Q12 &
Q14_5

Delivery
location

Location consumers prefer to have their order
delivered

Q13 &
Q14_6

Orders

Number of fashion product orders placed by a
consumer

Q8 & Q9

Product
return

Fashion product returns by consumers

Q10 & Q11

Product
uncertainty

Challenges consumers face at the moment of the
purchase decision when they assess the fashion
product online

Q14_1 &
Q14_2

Purchase
decision

The decision to order the fashion product and/or
the decision to keep the fashion product

Q14_3 &
Q14_4

Return costs

All costs related to the return of the online
purchased fashion product

Q14_7,
Q14_8 &
Q16_2

Return policies

Spontaneous Purchases of consumers made in an impulsive way
sales

Q14_9 &
Q14_10

Lenient
policy

Flexible return policy to increase sales and lower
consumer risk and cost

Q16 combo
& Q17_1

Perceived
risk

Risks consumers face whilst ordering fashion
products online

Q17_3

30

Policy terms

Rules the retailers has about the return, such as a
cash refund or product exchange

Q16_4 &
Q17_5

Promotional
strategies

The use of promotions to decrease consumer return Q17_6
intention and to offer an experience to consumers

Return effort Consumer effort to return the product

Q16_3 &
Q17_8

Return
process

The way retailers manage product returns

Q17_4

Return time

Allowed time to return

Q16_1 &
Q17_7

Strict policy

Inflexible return policy to decrease the number of
product returns and increase the cost for the
consumer

Q16 combo
& Q17_2

Static product presentation

Q20_1

Product
Product
communication image
Product
information

All information that can be found about the product Q19
together, including text, visuals, reviews etcetera

Product
reviews

Personal experiences of consumers about the
products or the retailer where products are
purchased from

Q20_2

Product text

Written product description

Q20_3

Product
video

Moving product presentation

Q20_4

Shopping
experience

Feelings consumers have pre- and/or post-purchase Q20_8
whilst shopping online

Size guide

Tool that shows measurements of fashion products
so consumers can choose the right size

Q20_5

Virtual
dressing
room

Consumers can dress a virtual model with products
they want by giving details about their own height
and weight

Q20_6

Zoom
functions

Allows consumers to zoom-in on the details of a
fashion product image from various angles and
magnifications

Q20_7
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3.3 Data collection methods
Data gathered with the literature research (section 3.3.1) helped to answer SRQ 1, 2 and 3.
Data collection via the empirical study (section 3.3.2) is focused on the concepts return
policies and product communication from SRQ 4 and 5. Moreover, the product return rate of
online purchased fashion products in general was a focus in both data collection methods.
3.3.1 Literature research
Data sources used in this study are mostly reports and papers from scientific databases. The
online databases of the Wageningen University & Research (WUR) Library and Scopus were
used to collect literature for this study. A literature research is a source of secondary data,
which is data that is already available. Using these sources and the use of secondary data is
called desk research (Beech, 2015). To find useful papers for the background information and
literature research, a search query was conducted via Scopus. This search query was used to
do a systematic literature review. Papers which are applicable to the research questions were
compiled in a systematic literature review. This systematic search yielded 49 relevant papers
suited for in-depth analysis, which is discussed later in this section in more detail.
The snowballing technique was applied to identify other relevant papers. These were obtained
by looking through the reference lists of selected documents and by reviewing related
documents that databases provide when reading a specific paper. In addition, while finding
more information about this study’s main concepts, the WUR Library was used to search for
other relevant papers. Moreover, some internet sources were used to validate knowledge
identified in the papers. To exemplify, recent statistics and facts about the topic may not be
presented in academic papers. In that case, internet blogs and digital reports were consulted.
Such sources assisted in collecting recent knowledge about the main concepts of this study.
For the systematic literature review, four different search queries were used. One related to
the main topic, online fashion product return, and two related to the main concepts in the
SRQs, return policies and product communication. Additionally, each search query consisted
of several search terms related to the topic (Table 4). Boolean operators “AND” and “OR” were
used in the search queries. The operator “AND”, limits the search and included fewer sources.
The operator “OR” broadens the search so a larger number of papers were found. After the
search with the search terms, inclusion criteria were added to restrict the number of
documents identified. The following criteria were used: language, document type, source type
and subject area. There were no limitations applied for the publication year, since especially
all information about consumer behaviour was perceived relevant. Moreover, the topic of ecommerce is recent and still developing. For all different search queries, the same inclusion
criteria were applied.
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Table 4.
Search queries used in Scopus
Topic
Search terms
Return rate
(online OR webshop* OR e-commerce* OR “product return rate” OR “product
return” AND “product return costs” OR “reverse logistics” OR “fashion industry”)
Return policies
(“online return policy” OR “return strategy” OR “product return” OR “return
behaviour” AND “consumer”
Product
(“shopping behaviour” OR “product communication” OR “consumer
communication decision” OR “consumer purchase intention” OR “online product” AND fashion)

The first search query was for the main topic which is the return rate of online fashion products
and resulted in N=528 documents. First, only papers published in “English” and “Dutch” are
valuable because the researcher is from The Netherlands and the study programme where
this study is written for is in English. Therefore, the language inclusion criterium was added
which excluded 20 documents. Second, inclusion was added for the document types “article”
and “review”, this excluded 208 documents. Third, “journals” were selected as source type,
excluding 13 documents. Finally, the subject areas of “business, management and accounting”
and “social sciences” were included in the search. The first one was chosen because the focus
of this study is on fashion retailers. The second was chosen because the main topic of this
study is related to this field. Certain subjects, such as “medicine” and “arts and humanities”
were viewed as less important than the selected subject areas. The subject area inclusion
criteria excluded 85 documents. Thus, after applying inclusion criteria for the topic return rate,
a final set of N=202 documents were selected for further analysis.
The second search query was for the concept return policies and resulted in N=192 documents.
Language inclusion criteria excluded 5 documents. Document type inclusion criteria excluded
39 documents. Source type inclusion criteria excluded 3 documents. Lastly, subject area
inclusion criteria excluded 26 documents. Thus, after applying inclusion criteria for the
concept return policies, a final set of N=119 documents were selected for further analysis.
Lastly, the third search query was for the concept product communication and resulted in
n=124 documents. Language inclusion criteria excluded 5 documents. Document type
inclusion criteria excluded 14 documents. Source type inclusion criteria excluded 3 documents.
Lastly, subject area inclusion criteria excluded 13 documents. Thus, after applying inclusion
criteria for the concept product communication, a final set of N=89 documents were selected
for further analysis.
With all search queries combined, a total of N=844 documents were found. After applying
inclusion criteria, a set of N=410 documents were selected for further analysis. Document
details such as authors, title and abstract were all imported to Excel to perform the analysis.
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In the set of documents, 22 duplicates were found and thus excluded from the list, resulting
in 389 unique documents. All these documents were screened in Excel by reading their titles
and abstracts so suitable documents could be selected for in-depth analysis. This was done to
allow a selection of papers appropriate for the literature research of this study. If the
interpretation in the abstract matched the main topic and main concepts of this study, the
paper was selected. Upon screening the 389 documents, 327 papers with the purpose of the
research were considered irrelevant and were thus excluded. Consequently, this resulted in
62 papers suited for in depth analysis. However, of these suited papers, 13 documents were
not retrievable due to access restrictions. Therefore, the final set of papers from the
systematic literature research which are included in the analysis is N=49. Of these papers, 13
were found with the return rate search query, 28 with the return policies query, 3 were both
in the return rate and return policies queries, and 5 were from the product communication
search query. However, some were of use for other concepts as well. A table with all the
systematic literature review papers used in this study is presented in Appendix A1.
The PRISMA diagram of the systematic literature review is illustrated in Figure 2. The diagram
shows the flow of information through the various phases of the systematic literature review
(Moher et al., 2009). With the diagram, an overview is presented of how papers were found
through the Scopus search and how many documents were excluded on the basis of inclusion
criteria. Furthermore, it shows how many papers were excluded on the grounds of screening
criteria and accessibility. Lastly, it reveals how many papers eventually were included in the
theoretical background. In addition, other papers than those identified with the systematic
search were included in the study, as stated at the start of this section.

Figure 2. Prisma diagram of included and excluded documents
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3.3.2 Empirical study
To create new data and discover the presumed connections between the main topic and
concepts of this study, an empirical study was conducted by means of a consumer survey. This
survey was made with the online survey platform Qualtrics (www.qualtrics.com). With the use
of an empirical study, the opportunity was created to statistically evaluate two of the main
concepts and independent variables of this study, return policies and product communication.
In addition, the main concepts were measured and compared in relation to the dependent
variable of this study, return rate. With the survey, quantitative data was collected which
enabled the researcher to answer SRQ 4 and SRQ 5, and eventually the CRQ of this study. The
empirical study was conducted among Dutch consumers who have ordered fashion products
online, at least one time in their life. The survey explored to what extent return policies and
product communication strategies are feasible for reducing the return rate of online
purchased fashion products. The survey outline is presented in Appendix B.
Dutch consumers were chosen as target group because consumers from the Netherlands
return products the most of all European countries (Ecommerce News, 2020). According to
the Dutch Central Agency for Statistics (CBS), there are 17.4 million people living in the
Netherlands. Using a sample calculator, it was calculated that with a 5% margin of error and
95% reliability level, a sample size of 385 was desired to achieve representativity for the
sample group (steekproefcalculator.com). Since the targeted sample group consisted of Dutch
consumers, the survey questions were presented in Dutch. Snowball sampling was used as a
sampling strategy, which is a means to acquire more information through other people’s social
network (Noy, 2008). The survey was spread over the social media platforms Facebook,
LinkedIn, Instagram and Snapchat. In addition, the survey was shared via WhatsApp with
friends and family of the researcher. These family and friends were asked to share the survey
across their own social network. Because of this non-random sampling of gathering
respondents, representativeness of the Dutch online fashion consumer is not claimed with
this study.
The unit of analysis of this study were Dutch people of 15 years or older. The age of 15 was
chosen as lower limit because previous research uses this age (e.g. Thuiswinkel.org, 2020).
Therefore, results of the present study can be compared to other studies. An upper limit was
not used as a broad age range possibly leads to more respondents which can generate
multiple insights on the consumer behaviour regarding the return of online purchased fashion
products. Furthermore, it was important to know how many fashion product orders the target
group places. Previous research by Statista, one of the world largest online portals for
statistics, showed that 21% of Dutch consumers place an average of 1-2 orders per three
months, and roughly 25% places 3-5 orders per three months in 2019 (Statista, 2020). To
enhance the validity of this survey, it was chosen to only consider respondents that have
purchased at least one time online before.
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The survey was kept compact so that the time to complete was between 5 and 10 minutes.
Thus, the survey could not have extensive questions and the used questions were easy and
fast to fill in. This is important, as a compact survey reduces the risk of respondents dropping
out of the survey. The questions in the survey consisted of single response (choose the best
option) and 7-point Likert scale questions. There was chosen for a 7-point Likert scale as this
scale tends to produce accurate normal distributions of data (Wu & Leung, 2017).
At the start of the survey, an introduction about the research was presented to the
respondents. Respondents were informed at the start of the survey that their answers would
be treated confidentially and anonymously, and they were asked to agree with those terms
and conditions. This advantage of providing anonymity whilst using a survey, lowers the
participation barrier (Heatherington, 2019). Moreover, respondents were able to stop filling
in the survey at any time. After agreeing with the introduction text, the actual survey started.
First, some general questions were asked, such as age range (Q3) and gender (Q4). After that,
a question about online purchases was asked. Respondents had to indicate if they had ever
purchased fashion products online (Q5) before they could continue with the survey. If not,
they were guided out of the survey.
After the general background questions, respondents were asked to fill in questions regarding
individual online order and return behaviour and their behaviour towards return policies and
product communication. For the questions regarding the main concept return rate,
respondents had to indicate how many fashion product orders they had placed in the past
three months (Q8), how many items they order on average (Q9), how many of the orders
placed in the past three months they had returned (Q10) and how many items they return on
average (Q11). Furthermore, respondents were asked what delivery time they expect when
they normally order a product (Q12) and what delivery location they prefer (Q13).
Additionally, ten statements regarding the variables product uncertainty, purchase decision,
delivery time, delivery location, return cost and spontaneous sales were presented (Q14).
Respondents had to indicate with a 7-point Likert scale (1: totally disagree – 7: totally agree)
whether they agreed or disagreed with the given statements.
Next, questions regarding the concept return policies were presented to the respondents.
Respondents had to indicate on a 7-point Likert scale (1: very unimportant – 7: very important)
to what extent they found the four dimensions of return policies (allowed return time, cost of
return, return effort and policy terms) important (Q16). Next, eight statements regarding the
variables lenient policy, strict policy, perceived risk, return process, policy terms, promotional
strategies, return time and return effort were presented (Q17). Respondents had to indicate
on a 7-point Likert scale (1: strongly disagree – 7: strongly agree) whether they agreed or
disagreed with the given statements.
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Lastly, questions regarding the concept product communication were presented. A single
statement was shown (Q19) and respondents were asked if they agreed with this statement.
The final question consisted of eight statements regarding the variables product image,
product reviews, product text, product video, size guide, virtual dressing room, zoom
functions and shopping experience were presented (Q20). Respondents had to indicate on a
7-point Likert scale (1: very unimportant – 7: very important) whether they perceived the
statement unimportant or important. After these statements, the survey was finished.
Respondents were thanked for their participation and given the possibility to leave a
comment.

3.4 Data analysis methods
The gathered data with the survey is analysed with use of IBM SPSS 24 software. The first
stage of the statistical analysis presents the sample description. It was decided which of the
responses were usable for further analysis by checking for missing values. It was checked if all
respondents agreed with the presented information at the introduction (Q1), if respondents
were older than 15 years (Q4) and if they had ever purchased fashion products online (Q5).
Invalid and unusable responses to the aforementioned questions were excluded from the
analysis. Partially filled in responses were not excluded as they were perceived valuable for
further analysis. Missing values were taken into account in the next stages of the analysis.
The second stage of the statistical analysis shows the descriptive statistics. This includes a
description of the quantities of the collected information: number of respondents, mean and
standard deviations from the data sample entered in SPSS to describe the main variables. The
descriptive statistics give a clear picture of the collected survey data. Therefore, these
descriptive statistics are given for all survey questions used in the analysis. Furthermore,
frequencies of answers to the survey questions that were not used in the analysis, but
belonging to the concepts return rate, return policies and product communications, are
presented and visualised in Appendix C.
The third stage of the statistical analysis presents and analyses the dependent variable and
main concept of this study, return rate. To study the online order and return behaviour of the
respondents, questions Q8 – Q11 were presented. Question (Q10): “How many orders with
fashion products that you placed in the past 3 months, did you return?” best describes the
return rate of consumers and is therefore used as dependent variable in this study. For the
analysis, a regression model is appropriate since the outcome variable, return rate, is
continuous. In addition, the goal of the survey was to uncover the variables of return policies
and product communication so the online order and return behaviour could be measured. As
there were several items to measure the independent variables, it had to be checked whether
these items could be combined to measure the intended construct.
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The fourth stage of the analysis connects and defines all survey questions (items) associated
with the independent variables. These items were defined together in a set to create one
construct belonging to each main concept. Cronbach’s Alpha was used to measure if the
variables representing the independent variables and main concepts, return policies (Q16 &
Q17) and product communication (Q19 & Q20), could be converted into sum scores. Reliability
of multiple-question Likert scale surveys can be checked with this reliability measure. A
Cronbach’s Alpha of .5 or higher is acceptable, however a Cronbach’s Alpha of .7 is preferred
(Field, 2018). First, it was checked whether items were asked contradictory as they otherwise
had to be transformed to measure Cronbach’s Alpha correctly. Second, Cronbach’s Alpha was
measured to test the internal consistency and thus reliability of all statements. For the
analysis, “scale if item deleted” was selected to check what would happen to the Cronbach’s
Alpha if that item (statement) was not taken into account. Furthermore, the correlation matrix
is introduced in this stage. With the correlation matrix it was tested whether the independent
concepts correlate with each other or not. With a Pearson correlation (r) > .7, the concepts
overlap too strongly and correlate too much, and the regression model will suffer from severe
multicollinearity. In this case, the model will have to be changed.
The fifth and last stage of the analysis was the regression. In specific, a multiple regression
with the univariate general linear model was conducted. A multiple regression was useful
since the study has one dependent variable, return rate, and multiple independent variables,
return policies and product communication. Moreover, the variables age and gender were
used as control variables in the regression. Scatterplots were made to check the linear
relationship and the spread of the values. After conducting the regression, a table with the
results of the regression was created and analysed for two different models: a baseline-model
with the two control variables age and gender (model 1), and an extended model with the two
independent variables return policies and product communication, and the two control
variables age and gender (model 2). The F-values were used to assess the fit of the model and
p-values were evaluated to approximate the parameter significance. A p-value is considered
to be significant when this value is < .05 (Field, 2018). Furthermore, the Adjusted R Square
was reported as a measurement of the amount of explained variation in the dependent
variable return rate. In addition, the Parameter Estimates table with β and 95% confidence
intervals was created with the regression and has been analysed.
The model equation of the regression is:
yi = α + β1x1i + β2x2i + β3x3i + β4x4i + ∈i
yi = Return rate
α = Intercept
β = Regression coefficient
x1 = Return policies

x2 = Product communication
x3 = Age
x4 = Gender
∈i = Residual term
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The dependent variable return rate (yi) was measured with Q10. The independent variables
return policies (x1) and product communication (x2) were sum scores of the explained main
concepts in section 3.2 operationalization. The control variable age (x3) was measured in years
and the control variable gender (x4) with the categories male, female and other. For gender,
only respondents that indicated to be either “male” or “female” were taken into account for
the regression analysis. Two gender categories are preferred for the analysis because then
females are the reference category and are compared to males. With three gender categories,
the category “other” would have been the reference category and both females and males
would have been compared to this third category.
The final step in the regression analysis was to check the extended model (model 2) for nonlinearity. Therefore, two additional models were created: a model with the squared variable
return policies (model 3), and a model with the squared variable product communication
(model 4). The F-values of these two additional models were used to assess the fit, and pvalues were evaluated to determine the significance.

3.5 Research framework
Figure 3 presents the research framework which shows the sequence of the main research
activities. First, a literature research was conducted to gain knowledge about the background
of the main topic. The main topic of this study is the return rate of online purchased fashion
products in the Netherlands. The main concepts investigated in this study were return policies
and product communication. The literature research forms the foundation of the empirical
study. Therefore, a systematic literature review was conducted to identify sources. Second,
an empirical study was conducted by means of a consumer survey. This survey focused on
consumer behaviour when purchasing online fashion products with regard to the influence
that retailers’ return policies and product communication have on consumers their purchase
intentions and return behaviour. Third, the survey data was analysed with several statistical
analysis methods. After analysing the data gathered with the survey, a conclusion was drawn
and answers to the research questions were given. Finally, a discussion is presented with a
critical analysis of the research.
Literature
research
•Return rate
•Return policies
•Product
communication

Empirical
study
•Consumer
survey

Analysis
•Survey analysis

Conclusion
and discussion
•Answers to
research
questions
•Critical analysis
of the research

Figure 3. Research framework
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3.6 Risks and limitations
Even though this study aims to incorporate every important aspect regarding the concepts
used in this study, it has several risks and limitations. A literature research and a survey were
chosen as the most suitable methods to collect data. In addition, these methods are the
personal preference of the researcher. With the use of a survey, primary data was collected.
Collection of primary data can be time-consuming and costly. However, the online survey
platform that was used is free of charge. Gathering data with the use of a survey is a risk of
the research. Respondents had to indicate how they felt about a certain situation (statement),
but this does not mean that they will act the same way in reality. Also, a risk was that
respondents could give dishonest answers or that they did not understand the questions
thoroughly. To prevent respondents filling in questions wrongly due to misunderstanding, the
option “other” with fill-in option and/or “I do not know” were available at most questions.
However, these options are meaningless answer options. Furthermore, the function “forced
to answer” was added to all questions, so respondents could not skip questions. Nonetheless,
respondents were able to stop the survey anytime or not submit the survey in the end. In
addition, the survey was created as efficient as possible, by using close ended questions.
It can be difficult to integrate questions for all concepts without making the survey too
extensive. Therefore, the research questions and their main concepts were kept in mind whilst
creating the survey. It is important to know that this study researches people their own
experiences and asks for personal opinions, it did not observe actual behaviour. With the use
of a survey, there is the risk of sample bias. The survey was shared among the personal
network of the researcher, and they were asked to forward the survey to their own network
as well. Thus, a risk exists that there is only low variety in the geographical characteristics of
the respondents. Moreover, there was a possibility of a low response rate, which limits the
generalizability of the results. Snowball sampling was used to minimise these risks. Benefits
of a survey are that it is convenient to target a wide audience, that data can be obtained easily,
and that the costs are low (Jones et al., 2013). Nonetheless, a limitation of a survey is that
people without social media are difficult to reach. Furthermore, the research did not reach
the entire potential Dutch market, but it did reach a population sample.
This study has a few other limitations. First of all, the reader will have to keep in mind that
there was a 6-month time limit for both the literature research and the empirical study.
Therefore, this study is not an extensive literature research and does not have a thorough
analysis of the whole problem regarding the online product returns in the Netherlands.
Second, the literature research was carried out by carefully formulating the search criteria and
the documents selected for the research were elaborated on. However, several related papers
contained in the systematic literature review were not accessible by the researcher and could
thus not be included in the research. Therefore, this analysis might possibly lack valuable
knowledge and observations.
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4 | Results
Chapter 4 presents and discusses the results of the survey. Section 4.1 explains the sample
description. Section 4.2 presents the descriptive statistics of the empirical study. Next, section
4.3 presents and describes the outcomes of the questions regarding the concept return rate.
Section 4.4 presents the variable construction and correlation matrix of the concepts return
policies and product communication. Lastly, section 4.5 presents the regression models.

4.1 Sample description
The first stage of the statistical analysis is the sample description. The survey was online for
12 days, from June 24 until July 5, 2020. Over this period, 287 respondents participated in the
survey of whom 258 fully completed the survey. After closing the survey, the 5% Trimmed
Mean (excluding outliers) in SPSS showed that the respondents used an average of 5 minutes
and 52 seconds to complete the survey.

Frequency

In this first stage, it was checked for missing values. Two respondents answered “no” to the
question if they agreed with the presented information of the introduction. Hence, these
respondents were guided out of the survey and thus excluded from the analysis. It was not
necessary to eliminate respondents based on their age as none of the respondents indicated
to be younger than 15. Two respondents answered “no” to the question if they had ever
purchased fashion products online and
Age
140
were thus guided out of the survey at
Q5. After excluding the four invalid
120
responses from the analysis, N=283
100
responses were included into the
80
statistical analysis. However, the
60
“forced to answer” option did not work
40
for the question about age, resulting in
20
33 missing values and N=250 (Figure 4).
0
Nevertheless, as these respondents
15-19
19-24
25-29
30-49
50-69
>70
Age
group
continued the survey, their responses
were used for the analysis.
Figure 4. Visual presentation of answers to Q3
Furthermore, all 283 respondents indicated their gender. The majority of the respondents
with 82% (232) were females, 17% (49) were males and 1% (2) indicated “other” as gender.
Of all 283 responses, 25 respondents partially filled in the survey. However, as these
respondents did complete more than half of the survey, their responses were perceived to be
valuable for the analysis.
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4.2 Descriptive statistics
For the second stage of the statistical analysis, the variables were analysed. Table 5 presents
the descriptive statistics of all variables used in the analysis and reports the number of
respondents (N), mean and the standard deviation (SD). As for most questions a 7-point Likert
scale was used, the minimum is 1 and the maximum is 7. However, Q17_5 and Q20_8 have a
minimum of 2. Furthermore, Q10 has a maximum of 5 and Q19 has a maximum of 4.
Table 5.
Descriptive statistics variables
Q#

Variable

N

Mean

SD

Q10

Return rate

283

1.7173

.71802

Q16_1

Return time

259

4.47

1.458

Q16_2

Return costs

259

5.49

1.265

Q16_3

Return effort

259

5.34

1.277

Q16_4

Policy terms

259

5.78

1.165

Q17_1

Lenient policy

259

4.86

1.629

Q17_2

Strict policy

259

2.95

1.375

Q17_3

Perceived risk

259

4.77

1.476

Q17_4

Return process

259

5.02

1.526

Q17_5

Policy terms

259

6.30

.989

Q17_6

Promotional strategies

259

2.69

1.380

Q17_7

Return time

259

4.03

1.873

Q17_8

Return effort

259

3.37

1.798

Q19

Product information

258

1.36

.520

Q20_1

Product image

258

6.53

.819

Q20_2

Product reviews

258

5.54

1.084

Q20_3

Product text

258

5.67

1.128

Q20_4

Product video

258

4.22

1.499

Q20_5

Size guide

258

5.60

1.150

Q20_6

Virtual dressing room

258

4.44

1.590

Q20_7

Zoom functions

258

5.88

.913

Q20_8

Shopping experience

258

5.69

.932
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4.3 Return rate
The third stage of the statistical analysis presents and analyses the dependent variable and
main concept of this study, return rate. To study the online order and return behaviour of
Dutch consumers, respondents were presented questions regarding the dependent main
concept return rate. In the survey, Q8 – Q14 were asked regarding the concept return rate.
The online order and return behavior are best described by Q8 – Q11 and are therefore
discussed in this section. However, Q10 is most suitable to indicate the return rate, and is thus
used in the statistical analysis as the dependent variable. Results of Q12 – Q14 are presented
and visualised in Appendix C.
First, respondents were asked to indicate their online purchase behaviour, with the following
question (Q8): “How many orders with fashion products have you placed in the past 3
months?” Respondents were asked to estimate one of the following numbers: 0, 1-3, 4-6, 79, 10-12, 13 or more. Of the 283 respondents, 146 respondents (51.6%) indicated that they
had placed 1-3 orders in the past 3 months and 74 respondents (26.1%) indicated that they
had place 4-6 orders in the past 3 months. Aside from this, the other available options were
chosen in relatively similar frequencies: 23 respondents (8.1%) placed 0 orders, 23
respondents (8.1%) placed 7-9 orders, 12 respondents (4.2%) placed 10-12 orders and 5
respondents (1.8%) placed 13 or more orders (Figure 5).
Orders placed past 3 months
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Figure 5. Visual presentation of answers to Q8
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Figure 6. Visual presentation of answers to Q9

As a follow up to the previous order placed question (Q8), respondents were presented the
question (Q9): “How many items do you order on average per order?”. Respondents were
asked to estimate a number of items with the same categories as the previous question. Of
the 283 respondents, 198 respondents (70%) indicated that they order 1-3 items on average
and 67 respondents (23.7%) indicated that they order 4-6 items. Aside from this, the other
available options were chosen in relatively similar frequencies: 3 respondents (1.1%) ordered
0 items, 10 respondents (3.5%) ordered 7-9 items, 5 respondents (1.8%) ordered 10-12 items
and none of the respondents ordered 13 or more items (Figure 6).
43

Second, respondents were presented a similar question about their return behaviour with the
question (Q10): “How many orders with fashion products that you placed in the past 3
months, did you return?”. Respondents were asked to estimate a number with the same
categories as the previous two questions about online purchase behaviour. Of the 283
respondents, 115 respondents (40.6%) indicated that they had returned 0 orders in the past
3 months and 141 respondents (49.8%) indicated that they had returned 1-3 orders in the past
3 months. Aside from this, the other available options were chosen in relatively lower
frequencies: 20 respondents (7.1%) returned 4-6 orders, 6 respondents (2.1%) returned 7-9
orders, 1 respondent (.4%) returned 10-12 orders and 0 respondents returned 13 or more
orders (Figure 7).
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Figure 8. Visual presentation of answers to Q11

As a follow up to the previous order return question (Q10), respondents were presented the
question (Q11): “How many items do you return on average per order?”. Respondents were
asked to estimate a number with the same categories as the previous questions. Of the 283
respondents, 89 respondents (31.4%) indicated that they return 0 items on average, and the
majority of 159 respondents (56.2%) indicated that they return 1-3 items. Furthermore, 26
respondents (9.2%) indicated to return 4-6 items on average and 9 respondents (3.2%)
indicated to return 7-9 items on average. The options 10-12 items and 13 or more were not
chosen by any of the respondents (Figure 8).

4.4 Variable construction
In the fourth stage of the statistical analysis, the reliability measure Cronbach’s Alpha was
applied. Cronbach’s Alpha was calculated to measure the internal consistency and reliability
of the survey data since sum scores were taken. Thus, with Cronbach’s Alpha it was tested if
the variables represented the concepts return policies (Q16 & Q17) and product
communication (Q19 & Q20). Furthermore, a construct for the concepts and related variables
was defined. In addition, frequencies of respondents their answers and illustrative figures
regarding aforementioned questions are presented and visualised in Appendix C.
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4.4.1 Return policies
The questions Q16_1 – Q16_4 and Q17_1 – Q17_8 were asked in the survey regarding the
concept return policies. A Cronbach’s Alpha of ⍺ = .658 was measured for the 12 items of Q16
and Q17 together. As a Cronbach’s Alpha of .7 or higher is preferred, it was checked if a higher
score could be reached. Results showed that if statement Q17_8 was deleted from the analysis,
the Cronbach’s Alpha was ⍺ = .722. Thus, Q16_1 – Q16_4 and Q17_1 – Q17_7 were used for
the reliability analysis of the concept return policies, resulting in ⍺ = .722. The SPSS output is
presented in Appendix D1 and D2.
4.4.2 Product communication
The questions Q19 and Q20_1 – Q20_8 were asked in the survey regarding the concept
product communication. A Cronbach’s Alpha of ⍺ = .586 was measured for the 9 items of Q19
and Q20 together. Results showed that a higher Cronbach’s Alpha of ⍺ = .596 was measured
when Q19 was deleted. However, as this is a minimal change in Cronbach’s Alpha it was
decided to keep all selected statements into account for the reliability analysis. Thus,
questions Q19 and Q20_1 – Q20_8 were used for the reliability analysis of the concept product
communication, resulting in ⍺ = .586. The SPSS output is presented in Appendix D3 and D4.
4.4.3 Correlation
As both concepts showed to be reliable with the reliability measure Cronbach’s Alpha, the
mean of each concept was calculated into two constructs. The first concept, return policy, is
measured by Q16_1 – Q16_4 and Q17_1 – Q17_7. The mean of this concept is calculated into
construct x1. The second concept, product communication, is measured by Q19 and Q20_1 –
Q20_8. The mean of this concept is calculated into construct x2 (Table 6).
Table 6.
Construct labels main concepts
Construct

Label

x1

Return policies

x2

Product communication

Survey questions
Statements Q16_1 – Q16_4 and statements Q17_1 – Q17_7
Question Q19 and statements Q20_1 – Q20_8

The correlation coefficient between return policies and product communication shows a
Pearson correlation of r = .179 and p = .004. As this p is less than .05, the two constructs have
a significant correlation. Although this relationship is significant, it is considered to be a weak
linear relationship. Therefore, it is suggested that the regression model is not affected by
multicollinearity.

45

4.5 Regression
The fifth stage in the statistical analysis is the regression. This section describes four models.
Section 4.5.1 presents the baseline model (model 1) and the extended model (model 2).
Section 4.5.2 presents models 3 and 4, where the extended model is tested with squares of
the independent variables return policies and product communication.
4.5.1 Model 1 and 2
For the regression analysis, the univariate general linear model was conducted to create two
models. The variables entered in the baseline model (model 1) are the two control variables
age and gender. For the extended model (model 2), the two independent variables return
policies and product communication were entered into the baseline model.
After the regression was conducted in SPSS, a table of the baseline model (model 1) and
extended model (model 2) with the results of the regression was created. The F-statistics were
used to assess the effect of the variables in the model and the p-values were evaluated to
approximate the parameter significance. The SPSS output is presented in Appendix D5 and D6.
To check if the models had the right fit and did not include extreme values, scatterplots were
made to identify influential points. Influential points are outliers that have (too) much
influence on the regression. Three scatterplots were made with on the Y-axis the dependent
variable return rate and on the X-axis the independent variables return policies, product
communication and the control variable age. However, as the results did not show extreme
outliers, no data points were deleted. Therefore, results of the baseline model and extended
model were used for further analysis.
The baseline model (model 1) is significant because the F-test for the Corrected model shows
F(2, 245) = 13.457, p < .001. Furthermore, the control variable age is significant because F(1,
245) = 5.116, p = .025. Gender is significant too, because F(1, 245) = 21.138, p < .001. As all
terms in the baseline model are significant, it is useful to include the control variables age and
gender in the model in order to correct for the age and gender effect. The Adjusted R Square
shows a value of .092 in the baseline model (model 1) with the control variables age and
gender (Table 7).
For the extended model (model 2), after adding the two independent variables of interest,
return policies and product communication, the Adjusted R Square shows a value of .107.
Thus, about 10.7% of the total variability in the return rate is explained by age, gender, return
policies and product communication in the extended model. Because the Adjusted R Square
increases by adding the independent variables of interest, return policies and product
communication, the model improves compared to the baseline model (model 1).
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The extended model is significant because the F-test for the Corrected model shows F(4, 220)
= 7.729, p < .001. Return policies do not have a significant effect on the return rate if corrected
for age, gender and product communication because F(1, 220) = 3.198, p = .075. Product
communication does not have a significant effect on the return rate if corrected for age,
gender and return policies because F(1, 220) = .001, p = .969. However, it can be stated that
the return rate is predicted overall by the extended model. Therefore, for further analysis the
extended model (model 2) will be used. In addition, age has a significant effect on the return
rate because F(1, 220) = 4.703, p = .031. Gender has a significant effect on the return rate
because F(1, 220) = 18.162, p < .001 (Table 7).
Table 7.
Regression effects results models 1 and 2
Model 1a

a
b

Model 2b

df1, df2

F

p

df1, df2

F

p

Corrected model

2, 245

13.457

.000

4, 220

7.729

.000

Age

1, 245

5.116

.025

1, 220

4.703

.031

Gender

1, 245

21.138

.000

1, 220

18.162

.000

Return_policies

1, 220

3.198

.075

Product_communication

1, 220

.001

.969

R Squared = .099 (Adjusted R Squared = .092)
R Squared = .123 (Adjusted R Squared = .107)

Next, the parameter estimates were calculated. The SPSS output is presented in Appendix D7.
The regression coefficient (β) and the 95% confidence intervals were analysed. Age is
significant because βage = -0.007, t(df) = -2.169, p = .031. The confidence intervals are between
-0.014 and -0.001. Gender was split into two coding variables (male and female). Gender
(male) is significant because βgender = -0.470, t(df) = -4.262, p = .000. The confidence intervals
are between -0.687 and -0.253. Return policies is not significant because βreturn_policies = 0.009,
t(df) = 1.788, p = .075. The confidence intervals are between -0.001 and 0.019. Product
communication is not significant because βproduct_communication = 0.000, t(df) = -0.038, p = .969.
The confidence intervals are between -0.017 and 0.017 (Table 8).
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Table 8.
Regression parameter estimates results model 2
Parameter

β

t

p

CI lower bound

Intercept

1.516

3.398

.001

.637

2.395

Age

-0.007

-2.169

.031

-.014

-.001

Return_policies

0.009

1.788

.075

-.001

.019

Product_communication

0.000

-.038

.969

-.017

.017

Gender (Male)

-0.470

-4.262

.000

-.687

-.253

0a

.

.

.

.

Gender (Female)

CI upper bound

4.5.2 Model 3 and 4
Lastly, the regression model was tested on non-linearity by adding squares of the independent
variables return policies and product communication into the extended model (model 2).
These analyses were conducted as the scatterplots created in the first step of the regression
analysis showed no linear relationship and results were spread. Therefore, non-linearity was
hard to judge. By means of this, model 3 was created with the squared variable return policies
and model 4 was created with the squared variable product communication. The SPSS output
is presented in Appendix D8.
Regarding model 3, the square of return policies is not significant because F(1, 219) = 1.635, p
= .202. Regarding model 4, the square of product communication is not significant because
F(1, 219) = 1.428, p = .233. Since both squares are not significant, these models show no linear
relationship either (Table 9).
Table 9.
Regression effects results models 3 and 4
Model 3a
df1, df2

F

p

df1, df2

F

p

Corrected model

5, 219

6.528

.000

5, 219

6.481

.000

Square_return_policies

1, 219

1.635

.202
1, 219

1.428

.233

Square_product_communication
a
b

Model 4b

R Squared = .130 (Adjusted R Squared = .110)
R Squared = .129 (Adjusted R Squared = .109)
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5 | Discussion
Chapter 5 presents the discussion of this study. Section 5.1 describes the main findings and
section 5.2 explains the limitations.

5.1 Main findings
With the review of the literature, it was found that costs relating to online product returns are
important to Dutch online fashion retailers as retailers may face significant costs to manage
the returns. Next, it was found that Dutch online fashion retailers implement return policies
to better handle the return process, and these return policies can be applied pre-purchase or
post-purchase. In addition, return policies are lenient or strict. Return policies can generate
short-term sales benefits, and long-term profitability benefits. Lastly, Dutch online fashion
retailers implement various types of product communication strategies. A good
understanding of the product communication is important to prevent product returns,
because it the only contact that consumers have with the products pre-purchase.
According to literature, the return rate of fashion products in the Netherlands is 44%
(PostNord, 2019; Ecommerce News, 2020). In the survey for this study, respondents had to
indicate how many orders with fashion products they had returned in the past three months.
Results imply that about 59% of the respondents did return an online order with fashion
products in the past three months, as nearly 41% indicated not to return orders. Thus, the
return rate for fashion products in the Netherlands shown in this study does not comply with
what is found in the literature as a higher return rate of orders with fashion products is shown.
In the survey, statements were presented to the respondents about the concept return
policies. Regarding the four of return policies dimensions (allowed return time, cost of return,
return effort and policy terms), respondents indicated to find the policy terms most
important. All dimensions were rated with a mean of 4.47 or higher, indicating that the
majority of the respondents perceive the four dimensions of return policies as important,
which is in line with what was found in literature (e.g. d’Astous & Guèvremont, 2008; Petersen
& Kumar, 2015). Furthermore, respondents were presented statements regarding their
behaviour towards retailer’s return policies. Respondents are most influenced in their
behavior by policy terms (M = 6.30, SD = .989). Next, respondents were presented questions
about the concept product communication. Results showed that the majority of the
respondents orders more products than necessary when the product information is not
sufficient. This is consistent with the literature as consumers are affected by the information
provided by the retailer to correctly evaluate products (e.g. Bechwati & Siegal, 2005; Levin et
al., 2003). Furthermore, respondents were presented different types of product
communication. Product image (M = 6.53, SD = .819) and zoom functions (M = 5.88, SD = .913)
were perceived as most important product communication types. This is in line with what was
found in literature (e.g. Ramanathan, 2010).
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Results of the regression analyses performed on the data collected with the empirical study
showed that age and gender are significant predictors for return rate. In this study, no
significant relationship was shown in for return policies and product communication,
indicating that they are not predictors for return rate. About 10.7% of the total variability in
the return rate is explained by age, gender, return policies and product communication in the
extended model. The linear regression showed that age and gender are significant predictors
for return rate (βage = -0.007, t(df) = -2.169, p = .031; βgender = -0.470, t(df) = -4.262, p = .000).
With respect to age this implies that the older the consumer is, the less items she or he will
return. For gender it holds that females tend to return more than males. Return policies and
product communication are not significant predictors for return rate (βreturn_policies = 0.009, t(df)
= 1.788, p = .075; βproduct_communication = 0.000, t(df) = -0.038, p = .969). With respect to return
policies this implies that the return rate will increase when the score of return policies
increases, holding the other variables in the model constant. Furthermore, the return rate will
more or less remain the same when the score for product communication increases or
decreases. Thus, analysis of this study results showed that the concept return policies is most
important when it comes to the product return rate. Possibly implying that consumers are
influenced by the return policies that Dutch online fashion retailers employ. This is consistent
with what was found in the literature (e.g. Bonifield et al., 2010; Kang & Johnson, 2009).

5.2 Limitations
This study aims to improve the understanding of consumer online product return behaviour
in the Netherlands, so that fashion retailers have opportunities to reduce online product
return rates. Limitations of this study in terms of representativity, validity and reliability need
to be considered.
The aimed 385 responses to the survey were not reached in this study, which influences the
representativity. Furthermore, most respondents were in the age category of 19-24 years old
and female. This can possibly be explained by the fact that the survey was spread mainly
among people around the researcher’s age and the female gender, which could have
influenced the results between age and gender. Thus, representativeness of the Dutch online
fashion consumer cannot be claimed with this study. However, the results are still informative
as they provide useful information for retailers. In addition, measurement validity of the
constructs cannot be claimed as the survey questions were developed by the researcher and
not with the use of validated constructs. However, there is a logical link between the questions
and the concepts used in the operationalization. Furthermore, Cronbach’s Alpha was used to
measure the internal consistency and reliability of the data. A Cronbach’s Alpha of ⍺ = .722
was found for return policies and ⍺ = .586 for product communication. The systematic
literature review can be conducted with the same conditions again as carefully formulated
search queries were used, which indicates reliability. Besides, the survey could be replicated
to assess the generalizability of various topics, age groups, genders or other factors.
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6 | Conclusion and recommendations
Chapter 6 presents the conclusion of this study. Section 6.1 provides answers to the main
research questions of this study. Next, section 6.2 presents implications of the findings for
management. Lastly, section 6.3 gives recommendations for future research.

6.1 Conclusion
The objective of this study was to improve the understanding of consumer online product
return behaviour in the Netherlands. By examining return policies and product
communication strategies, this study provides opportunities for fashion retailers to reduce
online product return rates.
After the literature research on the main concepts, the specific research questions (SRQs)
related to the literature research were answered:
1. To what extent are the costs related to online product returns relevant for Dutch
online fashion retailers?
2. What different kinds of return policies do Dutch online fashion retailers apply?
3. What different kinds of product communication strategies do Dutch online fashion
retailers apply?
Literature regarding SRQ 1 showed that costs associated with online product returns are
relevant for Dutch online fashion retailers as retailers can face significant and diverse costs to
handle the returns. There are different types of costs, such as cost of delivery, return costs
and direct or indirect cost. The cost burden of the returns is mostly for the retailers, which is
partially caused by highly flexible return policies. Regarding the SRQ 2, literature showed that
Dutch online fashion retailers apply return policies to properly manage the return process.
These return policies can be applied pre-purchase or post-purchase and they can be lenient
or strict. Literature regarding SRQ 3 showed that Dutch online fashion retailers apply various
forms of product communication strategies. In addition to a textual product description,
retailers display images, incorporate videos, add size guides, provide product reviews and use
information technologies such as zoom functions and virtual dressing rooms.
After analysing the results of the empirical study, the specific research questions (SRQs)
related to the empirical study were answered:
4. To what extent are return policies feasible for reducing the return rate of online
purchased fashion products?
5. To what extent are product communication strategies feasible for reducing the return
rate of online purchased fashion products?
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Research regarding SRQ 4 and 5 showed that the return rate for fashion products in the
Netherlands (59%) found in this study is higher compared to what was found in previous
research (44%). Policy terms are perceived as the most important dimension of return policies
by consumers. Furthermore, the visual presentation in the form of product images is regarded
as the most important type of product communication. In general, consumers are influenced
by the return policies that retailers employ and the product information that retailers provide.
This study showed that age and gender are significant predictors for return rate and return
policies and product communication are not. Yet, return policies are the most influential for
the return rate and product communication has shown not to be influential. As the return rate
will increase when the score for return policies increases, the influence of return policies is
feasible for reducing the return rate of online purchased fashion products. In addition, the
return rate seems to remain more or less the same when the score for product
communications changes. Thus, the influences of product communication strategies are not
very feasible for reducing the return rate of online purchased fashion products.
Lastly, the central research question can be answered: “To what extent are return policies
and product communication strategies feasible for Dutch fashion retailers to reduce online
product return rates?”. This study showed that both concepts do not have a significant
relationship with the return rate as return policies and product communication did not show
to be significant predictors for return rate. According to this study, return policies and product
communication strategies are not feasible for Dutch fashion retailers to reduce online product
return rates. However, taking into account the relatively small sample size, this might be an
effect of lack of power.

6.2 Managerial implications
According to this study, the return rate of fashion products in the Netherlands is even higher
(59%) than expected following previous research (44%). Therefore, it is recommended to
Dutch fashion retailers to change their online management as a high return rate entails high
costs and negatively impacts the profitability. Since consumers rate the policy terms as most
important dimension of return policies, it is proposed to revise the policy terms to
accommodate consumers. Retailers could for example provide more protection against any
conflict between consumer expectations and product benefits with a lenient return policy.
According to the present study, return policies and product communication strategies are not
feasible for Dutch fashion retailers to reduce online product return rates. Thus, it is suggested
to Dutch fashion retailers to first uncover what is influencing the return rate of their
consumers. For example, retailers could conduct a survey among their own consumers and
ask questions about their purchase behaviour and return reasons. This is not only interesting
to influence the return rate, but also to see how this relates to the retailer’s profitability.
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Lastly, consumers are influenced by the product information provided by retailers and, in
particular they rate product images as an important type of product communication.
Therefore, Dutch fashion retailers are encouraged to revise their product communication to
influence the pre-purchase and post-purchase decision of consumers.

6.3 Recommendations for future research
As online retailing in the Dutch fashion industry has become more important over the past
years, further research on this field of study is recommended. There are six recommendations
for future research.
First, this study investigated the concepts return policies and product communication as
indicators for the return rate. However, no significant relationship was found between return
policies, product communication and the return rate. About 89.3% of the total variability in
the return rate is still unaccounted for. Future research could consider other concepts and
investigate the influence on the return rate of those concepts. Second, no validated constructs
were used for this study. Future research could consider using constructs that are validated
to enhance the measurement validity. Third, as the aimed number of 385 respondents on the
survey was not reached, future research could enlarge the sample by using for example
fashion retailers as sources for respondents. Fourth, a combination of consumer research and
research among fashion retailers could be applied in future research. In that way, both sides
of the online product return problem are assessed. Fifth, there are more statistical analyses
that can be performed with the data collected in this study. For example, interrelationships
between questions can be checked for associations to expose differences between frequent
shoppers, non-frequent shoppers or age and gender. Sixth and last, this study was conducted
during the COVID-19 outbreak. Throughout this pandemic, fashion e-commerce has grown
(Insights Afterpay, 2020). No research was conducted regarding this particular situation as this
was not part of the study objective. However, it might be interesting to study situations before
or after COVID-19, as the main reason for the online growth in fashion is that consumers who
previously purchased fashion offline, have shifted to purchasing fashion online.
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B. Survey outline

Online fashion product returns in the Netherlands
Start of Block: Introduction text
WELCOME AT THIS SURVEY!
Thank you for participating in this study. This survey is part of my master thesis for my study at the Wageningen University & Research.
This study focusses on the return behaviour of the Dutch consumer with regard to fashion products. Fashion products include all types of clothing (including
sportswear), shoes and accessories (e.g. jewellery, bags). In this survey, various questions will be asked about your online purchasing behaviour and your
product return behaviour. In addition, research is being carried out into the influence of the return policies or retailers and the product communication on
the retailer’s website on your behaviour.
Your answers will only be used for this study and be kept anonymous. When preferred, you can leave the survey at all times. It will take you 5 minutes to fill
in the whole survey. Thank you in advance! If you have any remarks of questions, do not hesitate to send an e-mail to: anouk.korendijk@wur.nl.
Q1 When clicking on the “yes” button you give your approval that you have read the aforementioned information and that you agree with it. After this, the
survey will start.

o Yes
o No
Q2 Only shown if answer = no. Unfortunately, you fall outside the target group of this study. You can close the questionnaire. Thank you for your interest.
End of Block: Introduction text
Start of Block: Generic questions
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Q3 What is your age?

Q4 What is your gender?

o

Male

o

Female

o

Other

o

I prefer not to share

Q5 Have you ever purchased fashion products online?

o

Yes

o

No

Q6 Only shown if answer = no. Unfortunately, you fall outside the target group of this study. You can close the questionnaire. Thank you for your interest.

End of Block: Generic questions
Start of Block: Return rate
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Q7 The following questions are about your online buying behaviour and your product return behaviour in general. Read the questions carefully and try to
answer as applicable as possible for you.

Q8 How many orders with fashion products have you placed in the past 3 months? (estimate a number)

o

0

o

7-9

o

1-3

o

10-12

o

4-6

o

13 or more

Q9 How many items do you order on average per order? (estimate a number)

o

0

o

7-9

o

1-3

o

10-12

o

4-6

o

13 or more

Q10 How many of the orders with fashion products that you placed in the past 3 months did you return? (estimate a number)

o

0

o

7-9

o

1-3

o

10-12

o

4-6

o

13 or more

Q11 How many items do you return on average per order? (estimate a number)

o

0

o

7-9

o

1-3

o

10-12

o

4-6

o

13 or more
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Q12 If you order a product online, what is your expectation of the delivery time?

o

1 business day

o

5 business days

o

2 business days

o

>5 business days

o

3 business days

o

I do not know

o

4 business days

o

Other: ________________________________________

Q13 If you order a product online, how do you want the order to be delivered?

o

Homedelivery during the day

o

Homedelivery in the evening

o

Delivery at my work

o

Pick up my package at a package point

o

Pick up my package at the brick-and-mortar location of the retailer (if applicable)

o

I do not know

o

Other: ___________________________________________________________
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Q14 Please indicate to what extent you agree with the following statements:
1: strongly
disagree

2: disagree

3: somewhat
disagree

4: neutral

5: somewhat agree

6: agree

7: strongly
agree

1. I find it difficult to determine online how
fashion products will be in real life and
whether they will fit me

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

2. I sometimes doubt whether I will return
the product

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

3. I think it is important that a return is free

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

4. I rather order on a website without
return costs, than on a website where I
have to pay for the return

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

5. I am willing to pay extra for a fast
delivery

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

6. I find it useful to use collection-anddelivery points to pick up my order myself

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

7. I am willing to pay for return costs
myself

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

8. I am aware that the fashion retailer
incurs costs for my free return

o

o

o

o

o

o

o
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1: strongly
disagree

2: disagree

3: some-what
disagree

4: neutral

5: some-what
agree

6: agree

7: strongly
agree

9. I sometimes impulsively purchase
fashion products online

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

10. I sometimes regretted my order just
after I purchased it

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

End of Block: Return rate
Start of Block: Return policies
Q15 The following questions are about the return policy of retailers. Read the questions carefully and try to answer as applicable as possible for you.

Q16 Please indicate to what extent you find the following important:
1: very
3: somewhat
2: unimportant
unimportant
unimportant

4: neutral

5: somewhat
important

6: important

7: very
important

1. The allowed return time

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

2. The costs of the return

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

3. What I have to do to return (effort/time)

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

4. Policy terms related to money refund or
product exchange

o

o

o

o

o

o

o
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Q17 Please indicate to what extent you agree with the following statements:
1: strongly
disagree

2: disagree

3: somewhat
disagree

4: neutral

5: somewhat
agree

6: agree

7: strongly
agree

1. I consciously choose a retailer with a
flexible return policy where my own costs
and effort remain low

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

2. If a retailer has a strict return policy,
then the products will be of low quality

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

3. I can be unsure when making a decision
to purchase online

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

4. When I order online, I am aware of the
retailer’s return policy

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

5. When I return, I would rather get a full
refund than exchange products at the same
retailer’s website

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

6. When I get a free gift with my order, I
am likely to return products less quickly

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

7. Before I order products online, I check
how much time I have to return them

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

8. I think returning products is a waste of
my time

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

End of Block: Return policies
Start of Block: Product communication
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Q18 The following questions are about the product communication of retailers. Read the questions carefully and try to answer as applicable as possible for
you.

Q19 Statement: I sometimes order more fashion products (i.e. extra sizes) online, when I am not yet sure about the product characteristics with the given
product information.

o

Agree

o

Disagree

o

I do not know

o

Other: ______________________________________________________________________

Q20 Please indicate to what extent you find the following important:
1: very
3: somewhat
2: unimportant
unimportant
unimportant

4:
neutral

5: somewhat
important

6: important

7: very
important

1. Image(s) of the product separately or on
a mannequin

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

2. Reviews from other consumers about
the product

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

3. Textual description of the product

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

4. Video(s) of the product

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

5. A size guide added to the product
information

o

o

o

o

o

o

o
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1: very
3: somewhat
2: unimportant
unimportant
unimportant

4:
neutral

5: somewhat
important

6: important

7: very
important

6. The possibility to see the product on a
mannequin with my own length and sizes
in a virtual dressing room

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

7. The ability to use zoom functions on the
product for details

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

8. An attractive website

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

End of Block: Product communication
Start of Block: End
Q21 NOTE: make sure to click on the arrow at the right to submit the survey.
This is the end of the survey. Thank you for participating in this study! Comments may be left in the box below. Kind regards, Anouk.

Click on the arrow to register the survey.
End of Block: End
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C. Survey results
Concept: return rate
Table C1.
Descriptive statistics (concept return rate)
Q#

Variable

N

MIN

MAX

Mean

SD

Variance

Q8

Orders

283

1

6

2.54

1.022

1.044

Q9

Orders

283

1

5

2.35

.653

.427

Q10

Product return

283

1

5

1.72

.718

.516

Q11

Product return

283

1

4

1.84

.714

.510

Q12

Delivery

283

1

8

2.90

1.548

2.397

Q13

Delivery

283

1

8

2.24

1.786

3.190

Q14_1

Product uncertainty

272

1

7

4.87

1.489

2.216

Q14_2

Product uncertainty

272

1

7

4.46

1.627

2.648

Q14_3

Purchase decision

272

1

7

5.70

1.390

1.931

Q14_4

Purchase decision

272

1

7

5.67

1.486

2.207

Q14_5

Delivery

272

1

7

2.99

1.614

2.605

Q14_6

Delivery

272

1

7

4.56

1.877

3.524

Q14_7

Return costs

272

1

7

3.35

1.515

2.295

Q14_8

Return costs

272

1

7

5.65

1.217

1.482

Q14_9

Spontaneous sales

272

1

7

3.60

2.021

4.085

Q14_10

Spontaneous sales

272

1

7

4.26

1.823

3.323

Besides the questions about ordering (Q8 and Q9) and returning (Q10 and Q11) which are
discussed in section 4.3, two questions about delivery preferences were asked related to the
concept return rate. First, a question was asked about delivery time (Q12): “If you order a
product online, what is your expectation of the delivery time?”. A majority of 104 out of 283
respondents (36.7%) answered that they expect their order to be delivered in 2 business days,
followed by 95 respondents (33.6%) with an expectation of 3 business days. Aside from this,
the other available options were chosen in relatively similar frequencies: 30 respondents
(10.6%) have an expectation of 1 business day, 16 respondents (5.7%) of 4 business days, 20
respondents (7.1%) of 5 business days and 4 respondents (1.4%) have an expectation of more
than 5 business days. Besides, 3 respondents (1.1%) indicated not to know what to expect.
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Apart from the given options, 11 respondents choose the option “other” where they for
example indicated that the prefer a delivery time between a certain amount of days (1-3
business days), or that they expect the order to arrive on a delivery date estimation that is
given by the website whilst ordering (Figure C1).
Delivery time

40

Percentage

35
30
25
20
15
10
5
0
1

2

3

4

5

Business days

>5

I do not know

other

Figure C1. Visual presentation of answers to Q12

Second, a question about the delivery location was asked (Q13): “If you order a product online,
how do you want the order to be delivered?”. The options “homedelivery during the day” (143
respondents, 50.5%) and “homedelivery in the evening” (76 respondents, 26.9%) are mostly
chosen as preferred delivery location. Furthermore, 52 respondents (18.4%) indicated that
they prefer to pick up their package themselves at a package point and 3 respondents (1.1%)
preferred delivery at work. The option to pick up the package at a brick-and-mortar location
of the retailer has not been chosen. Furthermore, 2 respondents (0.7%) indicated not to know
a preference and 7 respondents (2.5%) choose the option “other”. They said for example that
their preference differences depending on the day of the week, the website they order from
or that they choose the cheapest option (Figure C2).
Delivery location

60

Percentage

50
40
30
20
10
0
Home day

Home evening

Delivery at work

Package point

Location

I do not know

Other

Figure C2. Visual presentation of answers to Q13
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Lastly for the concept return rate, 10 statements were presented (Q14) where respondents
had to indicate with a 7-point Likert scale (1: totally disagree – 7: totally agree) whether they
agreed or disagreed with the statements. To acquire more information on respondents their
online purchase and return behavior, respondents were ten statements, two statements for
each variable: product uncertainty (Q14_1 and Q14_2), purchase decision (Q14_3 and
Q14_4), delivery (Q14_5 and Q14_6), return costs (Q14_7 and Q14_8) and spontaneous sales
(Q14_9 and Q14_10). This question was answered by N=272 respondents (Figure C3).
Statements Q14
Q14_1

Q14_2

10%

2%

5%

Q14_3

2% 2% 3%

Q14_4

2%

6%

Q14_5

9%

7%

32%

15%

7%

11%

10%

41%

9%

11%

39%

2%

12%

17%

Q14_6

7%

10%

Q14_8

2% 3% 2%

Q14_9

7%

5%

6%

0%

14%

22%

10%

32%

20%

strongly disagree
somewhat agree

15%

14%

15%

10%

30%

7%

40%

18%

disagree
agree

7%

2%

20%

6%

13%

22%

20%

50%

2%

14%

50%

11%

7%

28%

24%

24%

2%

31%

15%

19%

9%

31%

8%

25%

18%

Q14_10

28%

38%

15%

Q14_7

32%

6%

30%

60%

70%

somewhat disagree
strongly agree

6%

80%

90%

100%

neutral

Figure C3. Visual presentation of answers to Q14

Concept: return policies
To investigate the behaviour of respondents towards return policies of retailers, two
questions with different statements regarding the concept return policies were asked. First of
all, respondents were asked to what extent they found the dimensions of return policies
important with four statements (Q16), all representing one dimensions. This question was
answered by N=259 respondents (Figure C4).
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Statements Q16
Q16_1

3%

Q16_2

2% 2%

Q16_3

3%

Q16_4

3% 2%

0%

12%

5%

10%

13%

8%

6%

36%

22%

27%

10%

17%

38%

18%

15%

48%

20%

30%

very unimportant
neutral

2%

45%

10%

4%

25%

40%

25%

50%

60%

70%

unimportant
somewhat important

80%

90%

100%

somewhat unimportant
important

Figure C4. Visual presentation of answers to the four return policy dimensions of Q16

Second, to acquire more information about respondents their behaviour towards retailer’s
return policies, 8 statements were presented (Q17) where respondents had to indicate with a
7-point Likert scale statements (1: totally disagree – 7: totally agree) whether they agreed or
disagreed with the given. This question was answered by N=259 respondents (Figure C5).
Statements Q17
Q17_1

10%

3%

Q17_2

7%

13%

9%

Q17_3

3%

Q17_4

2%

Q17_5

7%

6%

14%

10%

11%

6%

9%

5%

9%

Q17_8
0%

5%

6%

42%

10%

53%

38%

11%

36%

20%

8%

28%

19%

23%

10%

22%

35%

12%

13%

38%

19%

Q17_7

31%

41%

10%

Q17_6

23%

30%

14%

7%

21%

9%

40%

19%

50%

24%

9%

60%

7%

20%

70%

strongly disagree

disagree

somewhat disagree

somewhat agree

agree

strongly agree

6%

10%

80%

4%

90%

5%

100%

neutral

Figure C5. Visual presentation of answers to the 8 statements of Q17
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Concept: product communication
To investigate the behaviour of respondents towards the product communication of retailers,
several statements regarding the concept product communication were asked. Respondents
were presented the following statement (Q19): “I sometimes order more fashion products
(i.e. extra sizes) online, when I am not yet sure about the product characteristics with the
given product information.” Respondents were asked whether thee agree or disagreed with
the statement. Of all 258 respondents who answered this question, 169 respondents (65.5%)
indicated to agree with the statement and 86 respondents (33.3%) disagreed with the
statement. Furthermore, 2 respondents choose the option “I do not know” and 1 respondent
choose the option “other”. This respondent said sometimes to agree or disagree.
Lastly, respondents were presented 8 statements (Q20) with different types of product
communication. Respondents had to indicate with a 7-point Likert scale (1: very unimportant
– 7: very important) to what extent they found the product communication type important.
This question was answered by N=258 respondents (Figure C6).
Statements Q20
Q20_1

35%

Q20_2

2%

Q20_3

4%

Q20_4

30%

8%

7%

9%

4%

Q20_8
0%

24%

23%

20%

50%

20%

very unimportant
neutral
very important

40%

50%

9%

23%

49%

30%

5%

22%

22%

24%

10%

16%

38%

22%

9%

21%

24%

26%

2%

14%

46%

12%

5%

Q20_7

46%

20%

2%

Q20_5

Q20_6

5%

62%

60%

unimportant
somewhat important

17%

70%

80%

90%

100%

somewhat unimportant
important

Figure C6. Visual presentation of answers to the 8 statements of Q20
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D. SPSS Output
Table D1.
Reliability Statistics (concept return policies)
Cronbach’s
Alpha

N of Items

.722

11

Table D2.
Item - Total Statistics (concept return policies)
Model

Scale Mean if Item
Deleted

Scale Variance if
Item Deleted

Corrected Item –
Total Correlation

Cronbach’s Alpha if
Item Deleted

Q16_1

47.23

51.644

.510

.680

Q16_2

46.22

52.258

.580

.674

Q16_3

46.36

55.031

.412

.697

Q16_4

45.92

53.614

.556

.680

Q17_1

46.84

48.506

.586

.664

Q17_2

48.75

60.598

.092

.740

Q17_3

46.94

60.872

.061

.747

Q17_4

46.69

50.293

.547

.673

Q17_5

45.41

60.367

.203

.721

Q17_6

49.02

62.872

-.015

.753

Q17_7

47.68

46.203

.579

.663
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Table D3.
Reliability Statistics (concept product communication)
Cronbach’s
Alpha

N of Items

.586

9

Table D4.
Item - Total Statistics (concept product communication)
Scale Mean if Item
Deleted

Scale Variance if
Item Deleted

Corrected Item –
Total Correlation

Cronbach’s Alpha if
Item Deleted

Q19

43.57

22.799

.060

.596

Q20_1

38.40

21.431

.167

.582

Q20_2

39.39

19.694

.260

.562

Q20_3

39.26

19.242

.288

.554

Q20_4

40.71

16.573

.372

.526

Q20_5

39.33

19.263

.276

.558

Q20_6

40.48

15.963

.384

.523

Q20_7

39.05

19.309

.402

.530

Q20_8

39.24

20.493

.238

.567

Model
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Table D5.
Between - Subjects Factors (model 1 and 2)
Model
1

N
Gender

Male
Female

Model
46

2

N
Gender

202

Male
Female

38
187

Table D6.
Tests of Between - Subjects Effects (model 1 and 2)

Model
1

2

Source

Type III
Sum of
Squares

F

Sig.

10.562a

2

5.281

13.457

.000

Intercept

104.429

1

104.429

266.103

.000

Age

2.008

1

2.008

5.116

.025

Gender

8.295

1

8.295

21.138

.000

Error

96.147

245

.392

Total

818.000

248

Corrected Total

106.710

247

Corrected model

11.363b

4

2.841

7.729

.000

Intercept

3.152

1

3.152

8.577

.004

Age

1.729

1

1.729

4.703

.031

Return_policies

1.175

1

1.175

3.198

.075

.001

1

.001

.001

.969

6.675

1

6.675

18.162

.000

Error

80.859

220

.368

Total

734.000

225

92.222

224

Gender

Corrected Total
b

df

Corrected model

Product_communication

a

Mean
Square

R Squared = .099 (Adjusted R Squared = .092)
R Squared = .123 (Adjusted R Squared = .107)
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Table D7.
Parameter Estimates (model 1 and 2)
95% Confidence Interval
B

1

Intercept

1.993

.103

19.322

.000

1.790

2.196

Age

-.007

.003

-2.262

.025

-.014

-.001

Gender (Male)

-.471

.102

-4.598

.000

-.672

-.269

0a

.

.

.

.

.

Intercept

1.516

.446

3.398

.001

.637

2.395

Age

-.007

.003

-2.169

.031

-.014

-.001

Return_policies

.009

.005

1.788

.075

-.001

.019

Product_communication

.000

.009

-.038

.969

-.017

.017

-.470

.110

-4.262

.000

-.687

-.253

0a

.

.

.

.

.

Gender (Male)
Gender (Female)

Sig.

Upper
bound

Parameter

2

t

Lower
bound

Model

Gender (Female)

a

Std.
Error

This parameter is set to zero because it is redundant
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Table D8.
Tests of Between - Subjects Effects (model 3 and 4)

Model
3

Source

F

Sig.

2.392

6.528

.000

Intercept

2.007

1

2.007

5.477

.020

Age

1.768

1

1.768

4.825

.029

Return_policies

.399

1

.399

1.089

.298

Product_communication

.017

1

.017

.047

.828

Square_return_policies

.599

1

.599

1.635

.202

6.808

1

6.808

18.578

.000

Error

80.260

219

.366

Total

734.000

225

Corrected Total

92.222

224

Corrected model

11.887b

5

2.377

6.481

.000

.160

1

.160

.435

.510

Age

1.769

1

1.769

4.823

.029

Return_policies

1.238

1

1.238

3.375

.068

Product_communication

.518

1

.518

1.412

.236

Square_product_commu

.524

1

.524

1.428

.233

6.293

1

6.293

17.155

.000

Error

80.336

219

.367

Total

734.000

225

92.222

224

Gender

Corrected Total
b

df
5

Intercept

a

Mean
Square

11.962a

Corrected model

Gender

4

Type III
Sum of
Squares

R Squared = .130 (Adjusted R Squared = .110)
R Squared = .129 (Adjusted R Squared = .109)
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