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1 | Introduction
Fashion stores across England, along with other non-essential retailers, are now finally
able to open the doors of their physical stores after almost three months of lockdown.
Most of the major chains have opted to open all of their available stores straight
away (Marks & Spencer and Debenhams for instance) with some opting for
a phased approach such as Next and John Lewis.
Retailer research conducted by TheIndustry.
fashion, in partnership with womenswear show
Scoop, revealed that 75% of independents opened
straight away, while others have held back to
ascertain demand before committing to re-open.

distancing protocols. Consumer research
conducted by TheIndustry.fashion – of 2,000
shoppers just as lockdown was lifting – showed
that more than 48% of consumers would be
returning to physical fashion stores in the
near future with 45% saying they would be
leaving it a month or more before
going back.
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How confident are
you about returning to
physical retail stores?

55-64

We are yet to get a clear, long-term picture of how
the British consumer is reacting to the return to
physical retail with all of its new safety and social

KEY
I will be returning to physical retail stores
straight away
I will be returning to physical retail stores
in the near future (e.g. next month)
I will not be returning to physical retail
stores in the near future (e.g. next month)
I will not be returning to physical retail
stores until later in the year
Don’t know
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But what all experts are agreed on is that the sustained period of
abstinence from physical stores and town and city centres, will have
a profound and lasting impact on how Britons shop for fashion.

This shift to online was occurring well before lockdown and this crisis
has simply accelerated the trend. While they are keen to open their
physical stores again, major global chains are also gearing up their
digital channels for the new post-COVID world.

Some 26% of the respondents to our study said they would be
“mostly” be shopping for their fashion online in the future and this
ran across all age groups. Interestingly, the older consumer, who had
previously been reluctant to buy online, has now been forced to do
so and many will be sticking with it.

“All this will also speed up the transformation already taking place
in our sector. We believe that the major changes in consumer
behaviour we are now seeing will further increase the digitalisation of
society as well as the focus on sustainability – areas that remain very
important to us,” said H&M CEO Helena Helmersson when she recently
announced that the global giant’s strong Q1 performance had been
abruptly halted by the coronavirus.

With social distancing in place in stores and consumers staying
away from large towns and city centres, as working from home
where possible remains the official government advice (though Boris
Johnson is now trying to convince workers to return to work if they
can do so safely), shopping online is still likely to remain popular.
Furthermore, one of the key benefits of shopping in-store, trying
garments on, is not possible in many retailers at the moment.
Even those consumers who prefer to shop in-store, may find that,
for now, they will stick with online channels.
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When it comes to the
location of the fashion
retailers you choose,
which will be the
one you are MOST
likely to visit?

H&M itself had been investing millions in its omnichannel offer in
recent years, in a bid to keep up with pureplay etail experts, such
as ASOS, and those masters of blending on- and off-line service Zara.
And Zara too has responded to the digital shift that has occurred
under lockdown. Its parent group, Inditex, has recently announced that
it will be “absorbing” around 1,000 of its current 7,000-plus global
store estate in the coming two years, while increasing its efforts on
e-commerce.

Don’t know
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This shift in consumer behaviour and the large retailers’ response to
it makes it more urgent for small to medium-sized retailers to up the
ante with their online offerings to compete with larger players and
capitalise on this new demand. But how?
One thing is clear, they will need to address their online offers and
look to provide a similar level of service to large players – yes it is
possible – if they are to attract committed online shoppers (according
to the latest version of our monthly retail tracker, The Index, some 36%
of shoppers say they choose an e-commerce specialist when shopping
for fashion online, versus 22% for a chain store, 21% for a department
stores, 8% a supermarket and 12% an independent retailer).
However, it’s also worth bearing in mind that consumers’ ethics have
changed under lockdown, as well as their behaviours. Local retailers
have been a lifeline during lockdown and consumers have been
re-discovering their local environments so are now far more likely
to shop locally and support local businesses and smaller businesses
whose values echo their own.
While the goodwill is there, it could be an ideal time to tempt in this
newly supportive consumer with some impressive service and keep
them from straying back to the comfort zone of the global brands.
To help retailers understand the key areas of service to focus on,
TheIndustry.fashion, in partnership with logistics experts Torque,
offer further exclusive insights and advice.

TheIndustry.fashion |

@theindustryfashion |

@theindustryfash |

@theindustryfashion |

@theindustryfashion

Delivering on demands: how to compete with the
major etailers on service in a post-COVID world

| 4

2 | W
 hat are consumers’
basic service expectations?
Before COVID-19 we asked consumers which factors were the most
important to them when it came to shopping online. It will perhaps come as
no surprise that free delivery and returns were numbers 1 and 2 on the list.
More than 90% said free delivery was important and almost as many felt the same about
returns. But while free delivery might seem more important (clearly if you ask someone if
they want it, they will say yes), customers are typically much more likely to be OK with
paying a delivery fee if they know they can return an item free of both cost and hassle.
Which options should retailers offer to encourage customers to complete their orders?
Torque explains: Most of our customers offer free delivery, dependent on spend, this
varies from brand to brand and takes into account average product cost. Of course,
many consumers will ensure their shopping basket meets the minimum spend
criteria for free delivery and take advantage of a free returns offer.
95% of our customers offer free returns, of those that didn’t, one offered drop
off options at store or other major retailers e.g. supermarkets.
We compared two customers with a similar product proposition, one that
offered free returns (Customer A) and one that didn’t (Customer B).
Interestingly there was little difference in the returns rates. Customer A
had an overall return rate by order of 37%, with the % of units returned at
32%. Customer B, who does not offer free returns had an overall return
rate by order of 36% and the % of units returned was 30%. We do know,
however, that not offering free returns, particularly for first time buyers
and especially for women’s fashion will often drop brands out of the
consideration process.

TheIndustry.fashion |

@theindustryfashion |

@theindustryfash |

@theindustryfashion |

@theindustryfashion

Delivering on demands: how to compete with the
major etailers on service in a post-COVID world

| 5

When shopping for fashion online,
how would you rate the following services in importance:

F R E E D E L I V E RY

55%

FREE RETURNS

N E X T DAY D E L I V E RY

36%

52%

37%

25%

C L I C K & CO L L E C T

19%

S A M E DAY D E L I V E RY
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3 | W
 hat are the services
that retailers should focus on?
When it comes to speed of delivery, a next day option seemed to be a must-have (up to a reasonable
cut-off point during the day) but for most luxury retailers, same day and evening deliveries were
becoming the norm. However during lockdown, while etailers instituted safe social distancing in their
warehouses, deliveries were taking longer and to mitigate this, most etailers extended their returns
policies to give consumers confidence to spend.
So, should small and medium retailers scramble to offer quicker services now
lockdown is being lifted? The answer could depend on your consumer profile.
If your base is made up of young professionals who work, then, in normal
times, evening slots are attractive (delving deeper into our data, younger
consumers are more likely to demand a speedier service), but for older
consumers, who are retired, this may not make much difference to them.
However as more and more of us are working at home, the requirement
for evening and speedy delivery is lessened in the short-medium term.
But could this be the time to investigate the options and be ready for
when the consumer begins to become more demanding?

Torque explains: A same day delivery service is geared towards retailers
with bricks and mortar operations where you have stock spread across local
business hubs (often stores). Likewise these hubs allow for click and collect.
The type of service you should offer really depends on what type of business
you have and what your customer looks like.
In the world of fast fashion for example, we know next day delivery options
with late cut offs can increase sales dramatically. We looked at uptake of next
day delivery services on a high-volume customer and when those orders were
placed. Almost half (43%) were placed taking advantage of late cut off times
(between 5pm -11pm) at a cost to the consumer.
The benefit of working with a third party logistics provider (3PL) is that you
can take advantage of a wide range of couriers who can offer these delivery
methods as well as later collection times, at a more affordable price.
With other types of businesses, premium and luxury brands for example,
it may be add-on services you offer that can set you apart – personalisation
is a good example of this, the ability to monogram products and so on.
If you’re looking at retention, clever despatch notes that cross or upsell
product to your customers based on their browsing or shopping habits can
make all the difference. These are examples of added value services that 3PLs
can offer.
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Would you be more likely to choose an online retailer
that offered the following services over one which did not?
F R E E S TA N DA R D D E L I V E RY

FREE RETURNS

R E T U R N S I N - S TO R E

C L I C K & CO L L E C T
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RETURNS PICK UP FROM
H O M E / P L AC E O F WO R K
S A M E DAY D E L I V E RY
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4 | W
 hat are downsides to e-commerce
for the consumer and the retailer?
When it comes to buying fashion, clearly the biggest barrier for consumers to buying online is the
inability to try before they buy. Research carried out in late 2019 shows it as the number one downside
for shopping online. Stores, in the short-term, are losing this advantage as many are unable to provide
fitting rooms.
That will change moving forward as COVID-19 restrictions ease and even
when this does happen, for etailers try before you buy, is still not an
insurmountable issue. If you can tempt a customer to buy from you once,
subsequent purchases are easier as the customer can work out what size
suits them best.
However, for first time consumers the concern about buying the wrong size
or simply just not finding the garment to their liking when they see it in real
life, can be alleviated with service. Slick and quick returns will encourage
consumers to buy, even if they have misgivings.
They are also beneficial to a retailer, since having stock out with the
customer or stuck in a lengthy returns process means that it’s not available
to buy on your website. That could lead to lost opportunities when it comes
to sales and also present cashflow issues. So how do you optimise this so
that it works in the best interest for you and your customer?
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Torque explains: A prompt returns service has the benefit of refunding the
consumer quickly, ensuring goodwill, reducing contact with customer
service teams and having stock checked and ready for sale in a timely
manner.
Typically, this is a two stage process with the consumer’s refund being
processed same or next day from receipt (after being quality checked)
and the item being put back to stock immediately afterwards, as long as
no further processing is required.
A quality check of the returned item is important as it checks for any issues
with the product and ensures it is ready for sale. This can include any
cleaning, folding, pressing, relabelling or repackaging etc.
A good returns process is even more critical during sales periods, when
stock is wrapped up in the seasonality of the period and has a finite time
for sale. A few hours can make all the difference and often we will put extra
night shifts on so stock can be ready to resell the next morning.
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Which of the following factors
put you off shopping online for clothes?
U N A B L E TO T RY B E F O R E I B U Y
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I N A B I L I T Y TO T R AC K T H E
PROGRESS OF MY RETURN
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5 | W
 hat else can you do to
swing a customer in your favour?
A smooth returns service, while essential, is not the only thing that can swing a sale in
your favour. There are a swathe of technologies and services that can be plugged into your
e-commerce platform by third-party providers that could help convert sales and they are not
just reserved for the major players.
To help overcome concerns about fit, consider services, such as TrueFit,
which by taking some basic data on the customer’s age, size and height
as well as info on which size they know themselves to be in other brands,
can recommend the best size to a consumer before they buy. Retailers are
even considering offering these services in-store in future as fitting rooms
become less attractive so consumers will be more familiar with using them
and, perhaps, come to expect them.
It’s even possible to hook consumers up to your in-store associates so they
can chat through any concerns they have and receive recommendations
and that personal touch. Hero allows customers to chat to sales associates
via text and it has just introduced video calling. The British-based company
claims consumers are 14 times more likely to buy if they have interacted with
a sales associate via Hero, than if they do not.
However by far and away the best option you can offer, according to the
priorities set by our 2,000-strong consumer panel, is to ensure you offer
as many payment options as possible covering major credit and debit cards,
PayPal (which has the added benefit of people not having to save card
details) and also one of a number of new buy now, pay later options, such
as Klarna, Clearpay or Laybuy.

TheIndustry.fashion |

@theindustryfashion |

@theindustryfash |

@theindustryfashion |

These services offer a range of deferred payment options from paying up
to 30 days’ later or slicing payments into instalments. The retailer is paid by
the finance provider who takes the risk of defaults and the consumer can
buy knowing their cash is not tied up in a purchase they potentially may not
want to keep. While Klarna, for instance, is known for its partnerships with
leading global brands it is also keen to have its services attached to small
and medium sized enterprises and its own network of followers and fans
could send traffic in your direction. There is a downside with higher returns
but it can lead to an overall increase in order value.
Torque explains: As part of our returns process, we can report returns
not only by country, product type but also payment type. For some of
the deferred payment methods we have seen a return rate of up to 60%
compared with 25% when purchased through standard payment methods.
Deferred payment options allow consumers to purchase more which often
leads to higher return rates, however, customers are much more likely to
keep an item once they’ve tried it on at home so often average order value
does increase overall.
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Would any of the following factors make
you more likely to buy clothes online?
W I D E R A N G E O F PAY M E N T O P T I O N S
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A N O N L I N E “ F I T ” C A LC U L ATO R
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V I D E O S O F T H E C LOT H E S O N A M OV I N G M O D E L

FLEXIBLE FINANCE

A B I L I T Y TO CO N N E C T V I A L I V E C H AT/ V I D E O
TO S A L E S A S S O C I AT E S W H O C A N H E L P M E

10%

14%

46%

15%

41%

33%

31%

15%

20%

36%

39%

44%

48%

KEY
More likely
Less likely
No difference

TheIndustry.fashion |

@theindustryfashion |

@theindustryfash |

@theindustryfashion |

@theindustryfashion

Delivering on demands: how to compete with the
| 12
major etailers on service in a post-COVID world

6 | Packaging and hygiene
A final service to consider is packaging and the fulfilment process; specifically, whether
your packaging is suitably sustainable and your fulfilment process is as hygienic as possible,
because it matters.
A further study carried out by TheIndustry.fashion, in partnership with
Avery Dennison, last autumn showed that consumers are far more likely to
buy from a brand or retailer that offers sustainable packaging or delivery.
This can be a very powerful way to set your brand apart as our graphic
shows. Across all age groups more than 50% of consumers said they would
be more likely to buy from a brand that offered sustainable packaging and
delivery over one that did not.
Excess packaging, unrecyclable packaging or packaging that requires
specialist recycling are all bug-bears. But we did find, however, that beautiful
packaging is always welcomed and customers like to re-use it for storage at
home. Global luxury retailer Matchesfashion.com is known for its beautiful
marbled boxes that come in a variety of colours (with no external branding)
and are often cited by consumers as the reason they choose to shop the
site over other luxury players. The London-based company has worked with
its packaging provider to make the boxes fully recyclable, so in the unlikely
event you would want to dispose of one, you can do so with a
clear conscience.
Furthermore, until COVID can be said to be safely eradicated or a vaccine is
produced, consumers will remain hyper hygiene conscious. In partnership
with your fulfilment partner, can you implement and communicate a process
to give customers peace of mind that their products arrive in sanitary
condition (that returned items are duly sanitised and quarantined) and that
the environment they are packed in is clean? These are the new kinds of
services that, before February, would barely have crossed anyone’s mind
and now are of the utmost importance.
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Torque explains: Torque engages with customers on their packaging every
step in their supply chain, how can we be more sustainable and how can we
save the customer money? We look at items pre despatch from their
factories and investigate a range of factors, for example, whether we can
pack the product better. For one customer we suggested they tried a
different folding process for their product allowing them to package the
items together more effectively. A simple change in fold achieved a 20%
reduction in overall shipping volume, that equalled a 20% reduction in
shipping costs and a huge reduction in their carbon footprint.
When looking at consumer facing packaging we evaluate at what is right
for our customers, it’s a balancing act, keeping sustainability at front of
mind, costs low and ensuring the packaging works for their brand. Shared
knowledge is key here and Torque often work in conjunction with customers’
marketing and merchandising departments on getting this right. One key
to success when changing any packaging is explaining to the consumer
why you made those changes. For one of our customers we encouraged
a change from cardboard boxes to bags, whilst that may seem, without
explanation, to be anti-sustainability, the bags were actually made from
recycled material, easy to recycle for the end consumer and in cutting down
the size of the box we also saved on materials being used reducing shipping
costs. All of this was clearly explained to the consumer on the bag itself and
was received well.
When it comes to hygiene, the beauty of working with a 3PL is these
processes are already in place. There will be existing policies and practices
regarding cleanliness, you can take advantage of experienced quality control
services on products being shipped from factory and returned by consumer.
Everything from fluorescent lighting being used to check returns to heavy
duty Ozone Cleaning is available.
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If a brand or retailer offered the choice of a sustainable packaging solution
(e.g. reusable/recyclable/less waste), would that make your more likely
to shop with that brand or retailer rather than at one who did not?
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7 | Key takeaways
• Now is the time to begin investing in digital channels, whether your business is large or small,
as COVID-19 accelerates the shift to e-commerce, even among those consumers, such as the
older generation, who had previously been reluctant to buy online
• Customers lifestyles are changing with more at-home working but, nonetheless, flexible
delivery services are still paramount and, depending on your market, services such as next-day
delivery (with late cut-offs if possible) can increase sales dramatically
• Fast and smooth returns (and preferably free) are essential for both the retailer and the
customer in building trust, encouraging spend and ensuring product is not tied up in a lengthy,
inefficient process
• Added value services from online fit calculators to video chats and flexible payments can
increase your chances of converting customers. The latter can lead to higher returns but also,
typically, leads to higher spending ultimately
• Customers’ values are changing. They are now much more concerned about sustainability
and hygiene, and are increasingly drawn to smaller brands and retailers
For more information about Torque, please contact:
Oliver Winstanley
sales@torque.eu
www.torque.eu
For more information about TheIndustry.fashion
and for partnership opportunities, please contact:
Antony Hawman, Chief Partnerships Officer
antony.hawman@theindustry.fashion
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