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The 2015 Omnichannel Retail Index 

I. Summary of Key Findings 

To meet growing consumer expectations for a seamless shopping 
experience across store, web and mobile touchpoints, retailers 
continue to raise the bar for omnichannel shopping functionality 
and services. The NRF-FitForCommerce Omnichannel Retail Index 
study found that: 

Among Index retailers, consumers are likely to encounter 
mobile-optimized sites and are starting to see closer ties 
between web, mobile and stores:

• The vast majority of Index retailers have mobile-optimized 
sites (95%), and eight out of 10 Index retailers give logged 
in customers the ability to save their cart or bag between 
platforms.

• Half of multichannel retailers provide customers the ability 
to look up in-store availability for products – however, only 15 
percent let customers refine an online search to show only in-
store product availability. 

UX designers and site merchandisers need to strategically 
deploy a number of web and mobile user experience features:  

• Faceted navigation helps customers drill down to products that 
best meets their needs, and is available on 42 percent of Index 
retailer sites. 

• Sorting products by ratings and reviews is still only available from 
one-quarter (28%) of Index retailers. 

• Virtual “stickers” to showcase bestseller, exclusive or other 
special items on the category page are only currently used by half 
(51%) of Index retailers. 

• Upsells are already ubiquitous (82%) – but not quite one in 10 
(8%) use threshold messaging to encourage customers to add 
products to their cart to qualify for special offers such as free 
shipping. 

• Cart functionality is also a work in progress: in the cart, 59 
percent of Index retailers show product shipping status, and 32 
percent allow customers to edit product attributes. 

• While holiday shoppers last year ranked a total cost 
breakdown in the cart as very important, only 38 percent of 
Index retailers currently offer this feature. 

• While several help options such as phone and email are 
generally available among Index retailers, fewer than 
one-third noted available customer service options on the 
product detail page – an often critical decision point in the 
customer’s shopping journey.  

In-store, building and communicating omnichannel services 
is growing. During the in-store research, we found that: 

• Seven out of 10 Index retailer store associates proactively 
offered to look for an item online or in another store. 

• Store associates at four out of five Index retailers with stores 
proactively suggested that the customer sign up for their 
loyalty program. However, not quite half of Index retailers 
offer a loyalty program that is compatible across store, web 
and mobile touchpoints. 

• By contrast, just 39 percent of store associates asked the 
customer if they wanted to subscribe to the company email 
list. 

• Channel-agnostic fulfillment and returns options are growing 
also: 77 percent let customers buy in-store and have the 
product shipped to their home – but only 28 percent offer 
customers the ability to buy online and then pick up in-store. 

• Store associates appear well trained to handle returns in-
store for products originally bought online. 

• Despite the services that they already offer, not quite half 
of Index retailers provide in-store signage about their 
omnichannel services, and only one-quarter offer in-store 
Wi-Fi for customers.
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II. Introduction 

A. Overview. 
National Retail Federation (NRF) and FitForCommerce are pleased to present the inaugural edition of the NRF-
FitForCommerce Omnichannel Retail Index. 

Why explore the current state of omnichannel? Quite simply, it’s about meeting – even exceeding – customer 
expectations for a seamless shopping experience across any and all touchpoints. 

• Per comScore Mobile Metrix, in Q1 this year smartphones and tablets accounted for 59 
percent of total time on retail websites.1  

• As consumers increasingly shop across desktop, mobile and in-store, Google has found that 
“71 percent of shoppers who use smartphones for research in-store say it’s an important 
part of the experience.” 2 

• Good news: Consumers who shop across multiple channels have a 30 percent higher lifetime 
value than single channel shoppers, according to IDC.3  

All told, it’s not surprising that almost half (45%) of 
retailers surveyed for the “State of Retailing Online 
2015: Key Metrics, Initiatives and Mobile Benchmarks” 
study noted that a variety of omnichannel initiatives 
were among their top 3 priorities for their business 
in 2015.4  Retailers understand that omnichannel 
investments are key to growing their business for 
the long term by deepening their relationship with 
customers with seamless shopping experiences. 

The NRF-FitForCommerce Omnichannel Retail Index 
examines how 120 retailers across multiple categories 
currently perform in aggregate on approximately 200 
criteria across web, mobile and in-store. Following this 
detailed and extensive mystery shopping conducted 
by FitForCommerce, the Index reveals a picture of how 
leading U.S. retailers are delivering on omnichannel for 
their customers. 

Overall, while work remains to be done in a number 
of areas, the industry is moving decisively. A number 
of retailers are leading the way in showing product 
availability, multi-device and platform experience 
integration, the web and mobile user experience, 
marketing, delivery, returns and customer service.  

We will release the next iteration of this study in 
early 2016 to gauge how the industry is progressing 
in its goal to meet customer expectations for a truly 
omnichannel shopping experience. 

B. Methodology. 
In July 2015, FitForCommerce omnichannel digital 
experts mystery-shopped and evaluated 120 well-
known retailers – 100 bricks-and-mortar and 20 
pure-play – across 21 verticals spanning apparel 
and accessories, consumer electronics, health and 
beauty, home goods and more. The criteria for the 
benchmarking were based on FitForCommerce’s 
experience and knowledge of current omnichannel 
best practices for the entire customer journey – 
across mobile, web and in store.  FitForCommerce 
evaluated the compiled data and assessed the scores 
and rankings which now serve as the basis for this 
report.  

In this report, we present findings from the study 
of 120 retailers who are collectively referred to as 
“Index retailers.” Where we studied in-store services, 
those retailers include in their businesses stores, 
website and mobile site.
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To provide the consumer perspective for each section of this report, we also utilized consumer insights from the Shop.org 2014 
Post-Holiday Retailer and Consumer Study, conducted in partnership with Prosper Insights and Analytics®. As always, we are 
enormously grateful to the Prosper team for their partnership to Shop.org and NRF.  

Please note that this report describes findings for a select set of criteria evaluated as part of the Omnichannel Retail Index. For 
information about the criteria evaluated, please contact: 

• Cynthia Kounaris, SVP Strategy – FitForCommerce – ckounaris@fitforcommerce.com 

• Artemis Berry, VP Digital Retail – National Retail Federation (NRF) – berrya@nrf.com  

III. Omnichannel Retail Index – Benchmarks  
      and Analysis with a Focus for Holiday

A.  Product Availability In-Store 
Customers expect to be able to identify quickly where a given product is available – whether in a 
nearby store or via their desktop or mobile device.

The Consumer POV: Show me online what I can find in-store. In 2014, one in five 
U.S. holiday shoppers started their shopping in September or earlier.5 However, one-third (34.6%) 
didn’t finish their holiday shopping until the first two weeks of December – and fully two out of five 
(41.2%) didn’t do so until the last two weeks of that month.  As shoppers rush to finish their shopping 
in the midst of shipping deadlines and specific holidays, customers turn to online sources – both 
desktop and mobile – to determine whether a product is in stock at a nearby store.  

Product 
Availability  
In-Store
Overall Index Findings: 

-Good start – and room 
for improvement.

Implementation 
Considerations: 

-Inventory systems 
could require significant 
overhaul, which in turn 
could also require in-
depth systems changes, 
IT investment and 
organizational changes 
to best leverage this 
functionality to assist 
customers. 
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With some retailers leading the way in showing customers real-time and locally available inventory, multichannel 
retailers overall need to offer this service to time-strapped customers who are becoming accustomed to 
knowing whether the product is there. 

Omnichannel Retail Index Findings:  Always Room for Improvement. Among retailers 
benchmarked for the NRF-FitForCommerce Omnichannel Retail Index (“Index retailers”), companies have room 
to grow in offering what is becoming a fundamental level of service, and to differentiate themselves from online-
only competitors. 

• Half of the 100 bricks-and-mortar retailers surveyed provide in-store product availability 
on their product detail pages on the desktop site. 

• About as many again (49%) let customers look up in-store inventory on a mobile device.  

• Just 15 percent of multichannel retailers provide customers the ability to refine their 
search in search results or on category landing pages to show only those products 
that are available in-store. 

We are also seeing examples of the ability to filter search results or category landing pages to only show items 
with in-store availability. Retailers need to account for this design change when implementing buy online pick up 
in store (BOPIS) as BOPIS extends beyond the product detail page.

BE ST PR ACTICE

Omnichannel Leader – Filter by 
Store Availability: Macy’s 

Macy’s allows customers to filter search 
results by in-store availability.  

In-store availability influences additional sales opportunities – but must still coordinate within the site 
and across to mobile. Once a customer has chosen to filter results to show in-store availability, the landing 
page and subsequent product detail pages must follow suit – and translate to the mobile site as well.
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BE ST PR ACTICE

Omnichannel Leader – Filter category and product detail page results by 
in-store availability: Nordstrom
Nordstrom allows the customer to filter category landing pages by in-store availability and store of choice...

…The pick up in store choice follows through  
to the Product Detail page…

…And the customer gets 
the same experience on the 
mobile site.



8 

Without real-time insight into their own inventory data, retailers cannot drive additional 
sales through buy online pick up in store (BOPIS). Just over one-quarter (28%) of multichannel 
retailers surveyed offer BOPIS as a service to their customers, which means that other retailers are 
missing potential add-on or impulse sales at the store when the customer picks up her order origi-
nally purchased via web or mobile.  (See also Section E below – “Shipping and Fulfillment – Delivery 
to the Customer.”)

BE ST PR ACTICE

Omnichannel Leader - Shop by Shipping Choice: The Home Depot  
Home Depot allows you to “Shop by Shipping Choice” – e.g. “Pick Up in Store Today”…

…The Pick Up in Store option carries over to the Product Page…

…And the Buy Online Pick up 
in Store service carries over to 
Home Depot’s mobile site:
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B. MULTI-DEVICE / PLATFORM SHOPPING EXPERIENCE

A key element of the customer’s omnichannel experience lies in how well the retailer’s site and shopping 
functionality connect across multiple devices and platforms. The challenge for retailers is that the bar for 
“best in class” in this area is always moving as cross-channel functionality and services continue to improve. 

The Consumer POV: “Let me shop seamlessly across any touchpoints that are 
convenient for me.” During the 2014 holiday season, seven out of 10 U.S. holiday shoppers made some 
portion of their purchases online (i.e. via web or mobile). Online holiday shopping varied slightly between 
some demographics, but overall was fairly high: Women (73.6%) were slightly more likely than men (70.0%) 
to buy holiday gifts online, as were adults ages 18 to 34 (75.6%) and 35 to 54 (74%) than those 55 and older 
(66.2%).  

Among those holiday shoppers who spent more online in 2014 than in 2013, the benefits of shopping across 
channels were evident: two out of five (39.4%) noted the 24-hour convenience of shopping online, along 
with one-quarter (24.5%) who noted the ease of comparing prices. Providing tools and services that allow 
customers to research on their own time and on their choice of device helps retailers when shoppers come 
into the store as better educated customers. 

Multi-Device / 
Platform Shopping  
Experience
Overall Index Findings: 

-Strong progress on mobile 
front; in-store services 
need work. 

Implementation 
Considerations: 

-In-store, it’s a combination 
of signage, Wi-Fi access, 
systems, and associate 
training that will help 
customers experience a 
truly seamless shopping 
experience – and make it 
possible for them to use 
the mobile-optimized site 
and cross-platform saved 
cart in the first place. 

Email receipts – while still 
nascent in the market – 
also require coordination 
and training with loss 
prevention teams to update 
policies and procedures 
when checking receipts 
with customers in-store.

Omnichannel Retail Index Findings: Strong 
progress on mobile optimization, gift cards and 
cross channel carts – but more work ahead on 
in-store services such as signage, Wi-Fi and email 
receipts. Retailers in the Omnichannel Retail Index are in 
the midst of evolution in this arena and now need to step up 
from the basics such as a mobile-optimized site to in-store 
omnichannel signage, Wi-Fi and email receipts to round out the 
omnichannel experience.   

Consistent cross-channel carts become the norm. For customers 
who are logged in, a commendable 84 percent of Index retailers offer a 
bag or cart that is consistent across platforms. For example, a shopper 
may open a marketing email on his smartphone and then enter items into 
the cart that he later retrieves and edits in the cart when he continues 
shopping on the desktop website.  
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BE ST PR ACTICE

Omnichannel Leader - Multi-Device / Cross-Platform Shopping  
Experience: IKEA  

Mobile-optimized sites are the norm... 95 percent of Index retailers have optimized 
their sites for mobile. Clearly, retailers understand that a mobile-optimized site by now is 
table stakes.  

…And mobile apps are prevalent among many Index retailers. Almost two-thirds 
(63.3%) of Index retailers currently offer an iPhone app, while just over half (54.2%) offer 
customers an Android app. 

IKEA consistently saves the 
customer’s cart between 
platforms.



 11

BE ST PR ACTICE

Omnichannel Leader - Multi-Device / Cross-Platform Shopping  
Experience: Apple  

Apple scored high in the multi-device / cross platform category in this study. Not only do they pro-
vide all the functionality listed above, but their mobile site is touch friendly and easily shopped. Apple 
ensures a consistent shopping experience for customers.

Across Index retailers, the message in-store about 
omnichannel shopping is less clear. 

• In-store signage about omnichannel service is standard 
for only half. Fewer than half (46%) of multichannel 
retailers provide in-store signage to educate customers 
about their range of omnichannel services (for example, 
buy online pick up in store, reserve online). 

• In-store Wi-Fi has low traction to date. Just one-quarter 
(26%) of Index retailers with stores offered Wi-Fi in the 
store, a situation that hampers the customer’s ability to use 
her smartphone as a shopping assistant (for example, to 
find customer reviews for a product). 

• Email receipts are still nascent. Only one in eight Index 
retailers offered in-store customers the option of receiving 
their store receipt via email in addition to or instead of on 
paper. The added benefit with in-store electronic receipts is 
capturing the customer’s email. 

Gift cards are largely usable across web, mobile and in-store. 
Nine out of 10 Index retailers have made their gift cards usable 
both via their web and mobile sites as well as in-store. Gift cards 
are particularly important during the holiday season. During the 
2014 holiday season: 6 

• Six out of 10 holiday shoppers in 2014 bought at least one gift 
card – whether in-store or online. 

• Of those who bought at least one gift card online specifically, 
half spent $100 or less total on those gift cards. 

• Millennial online gift card buyers were most likely to personalize 
a gift card that they bought online with a photo or a video or 
audio clip.  
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Web and Mobile User 
Experience / Interface
Overall Index Findings: 

-Web and mobile user interface 
(“UI”) basics around product 
search and sort, product 
information, as well as cart and 
checkout functionality, are not 
yet in place universally and may 
disappoint increasingly savvy 
web and mobile shoppers – 
room for improvement overall.  

Implementation 
Considerations: 

-Retailers may need to evaluate 
their commerce platform 
functionality to determine what 
they can offer – and/or improve 
– to help customers more 
efficiently and effectively 

C. WEB AND MOBILE USER EXPERIENCE /  
     INTERFACE 

As consumer expectations grow for a seamless shopping journey across 
multiple online and offline touchpoints, it is more important than ever to 
provide stellar service across web and mobile sites to help the customer easily 
search, sort, research, add to and edit in the cart and ultimately buy.  

The Consumer POV: “Make it ‘frictionless’ for me to research 
and buy exactly what I want online.” The web and mobile experience is 
integral to the whole shopping experience, so retailers should focus on what is 
most important to customers. During Holiday 2014, U.S. holiday shoppers noted 
that factors that were most important to them included: 7  

• Seeing the final shopping cart total prior to checking out  
(4.3 on a scale of 1 “not important at all” to 5 – “most important”) 

• Clear product descriptions (4.3) 

• Product available to ship immediately (4.2)

• Broad product selection (4.2) 

• Ability to see product reviews from other customers (4.o) 

Women are more likely than men to use: 

• Customer product reviews (34.3% versus 26.9% of men) 

• Clearance sale page (30.4% versus 18.4% of men) 

• Buy online, pick up in store (17.9% versus 14.9% of men) 

• Shipping deadlines calendar (14.9% versus 11.9% of men) 
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Omnichannel Retail Index Findings: Search and sort functionality is mature – though 
some retailers are still contending with the basics. Site search is a well-established feature for 
e-commerce sites, but even now some functionality is not universally available on retailer sites.  

• Not surprisingly, two-thirds (67%) of Index retailers provide customers suggestions in the search box (i.e. 
auto-complete list of search results) to speed the way to the product or information they need. 

• Three out of five also allow customers to filter their search results by ratings and reviews, so that the 
customer can specifically note that they want to only see three- and four-star reviews, for example.

• To sort results that are more appropriate to them (e.g. size or color), consumers can use faceted 
navigation (selecting multiple filters at one time) across 42 percent of Index retailer websites. 

• Just over one-quarter (28%) of Index retailers allow customers to sort their search results by customer 
rating (e.g. listing all products with five-star ratings first, followed by four-star rating, and so forth).  
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BE ST PR ACTICE

Omnichannel Leader - Web and Mobile User Experience: JC Penney  

JCP offers 
faceted navigation 
capabilities to 
more quickly find 
a selection of 
products that meets 
the customer’s 
criteria and needs...

 

 

...And further offers 
customers sort 
functionality by 
reviews and ratings 

JCP has built auto-
suggest / auto-complete 
into its site search 
functionality.
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BE ST PR ACTICE

Omnichannel 
Leader - Web 
and Mobile User 
Experience: HSN  

HSN utilizes “stickers” 
to convey additional 
product information.

Omnichannel Retail Index Findings: Product information at the category page level is a focus for half  
of Index retailers. 

• At the category page level, half (51%) Index retailers provide customers with easily accessible information about the products, whether 
virtual “stickers” to highlight that a product is a bestseller, an exclusive or an online only product, for example. 

• At the product page level, four out of five (82%) Index retailers have mastered the art of the product upsell. By contrast, fewer than 
one in 10 offers threshold messaging to remind the customer that she needs to spend a certain amount more to qualify for something 
else, such as free or expedited shipping.  
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Omnichannel Retail Index Findings: Cart functionality 
continues to evolve.  
Retailers continue to tinker with checkout to streamline the process for 
minimal “friction.” In the cart: 

• Three out of five (59%) Index retailers indicate shipping status for the 
product, denoting whether the item is in stock or that it will ship in a 
specific timeframe.  

• One-third (32%) also allow customers to edit product attributes 
directly in the cart – a smart offering to eliminate the possibility of 
customers abandoning the sale because there is no easy way to change 
some aspect of their purchase, such as color or size.

• “Save for later” functionality depends on the ability of the retailer to 
identify the customer, so it’s not surprising that just one-quarter (24%) 
currently offer this service. Some retailers have adopted social sign in to 
smooth the log in process. Retailers are finding other creative solutions. 
For example, eBags gives customers the ability to email their cart to 
themselves for later retrieval.

• Threshold messaging – that is, prompting the customer to add more 
product(s) to the cart in order to qualify for free shipping or another 
benefit – is available among just 8 percent of Index retailers. 

• One of the most important factors to customers is the ability to see the 
total cost breakdown before checkout.  Per UPS and comScore, 44 
percent of consumers note that they have actually “abandoned a cart 
because they wanted to get an idea of total costs (including shipping) to 
compare before buying.” 8   Consistently ranking among factors that are 
most important to online holiday shoppers, 38 percent of Index retailers 
provide this key information to customers, right in the cart. 

The Average 
Checkout has 23 
Inputs
“Solving the Mobile 
Conversion Gap.” 
By Jason Goldberg, 
Razorfish. Presentation 
at the 2015 Shop.org 
Merchandising Workshop.   
(http://merch15.shop.org) 

Omnichannel Retail Index Findings: Checkout becomes smoother – but overall streamlining is a work 
in progress. Smooth checkout is something of a holy grail for retailers – the easier and faster the process, the more likely a 
conversion. Within the checkout process: 

• Almost three-quarters (72%) of Index retailers give customers the option of creating an account as part of the checkout 
process – a smart move to begin regularly communicating with customers after the initial sale. 

• By contrast, only 15 percent of Index retailers give customers the ability to edit product attributes during the checkout process. 
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BE ST PR ACTICE

Omnichannel Leader - Web and Mobile User Experience: HSN  

HSN provides guests a streamlined checkout process.
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D. MARKETING 

Well-executed cross-channel marketing is imperative to help 
customers understand what a retailer has to offer them. Among 
the most tangible digital marketing vehicles, email and loyalty 
programs must work seamlessly across touchpoints – or risk 
disappointing customers.  

The Consumer POV: “Tell me what products you have 
– and what you’re offering me.” Marketing is particularly 
important during the holiday season. Customers want to know 
what retailers have to offer them, so smart omnichannel marketing 
tactics are critical to cut through the holiday promotional noise.  

The perennial marketing “workhorse” – email – is not only cost 
effective, but also an effective way to directly engage with 
consumers. For example, over half of shoppers “are likely to take 
advantage of a discount offered in an email” (53%) and “likely to 
take advantage of an email offer for free shipping” (54%), per UPS 
and comScore.9  Loyalty programs that work across channels and 
devices are also a potentially powerful way to engage and later 
re-engage with customers over the long term. 

During Holiday 2014, consumers found or became aware of 
shopping websites via email (32.4%), as a prior customer (30%), 
and via search engine results (15.9%), among other means.10  

Marketing Experience 
Overall Index Findings: 

-Email needs further mobile optimization 
and in-store support. Loyalty programs must 
work seamlessly across touchpoints or risk 
consumers not using or unsubscribing from 
the program altogether. Overall, work in 
progress. 

Implementation Considerations: 

-Marketing email programs must be mobile-
optimized, requiring marketing, mobile 
and IT collaboration to execute. Similarly, 
loyalty programs will need revamping to 
not only work across touchpoints but also 
to take advantage of the unique features 
of the mobile device (e.g. camera, always-
on, payment capabilities, etc.) to augment 
features and services for these VIP customers. 

In-store associate training will maximize the 
opportunity to more consistently collect 
customer emails and enroll them in company 
loyalty programs.  

Source: 2015 NRF-FitForCommerce 
Omnichannel Retail Index (September 2015)
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Omnichannel Retail Index Findings: Omnichannel marketing 
is a work in progress. Email leads as a “veteran” marketing medium 
that crosses channels: MoveableInk notes that in Q1 2015, “67.03 
percent of all emails were opened on a mobile device”, with opens on 
smartphones peaking in the early morning, while tablet opens tended 
to be higher in the evening, though still lower than smartphones 
overall.11   Among Index retailers, email is still evolving: 

• Two out of five (40%) Index retailers provide customers an 
incentive to sign up for emails – among those who don’t offer 
it, it’s a missed opportunity to stay in touch with a visitor who may 
otherwise simply disappear. 

• Once in, however, just over half (54%) have optimized their email 
for mobile devices. Those who haven’t yet optimized email for 
mobile are likely to start facing higher delete and unsubscribe rates 
as customers opt out of unreadable marketing missives. Responsive 
design layouts may help but retailers need to test thoroughly to 
understand what works best for their customers. 

Cross-channel loyalty programs are also 
progressing. 

• In-store, customers were more frequently 
asked to sign up for the retailer’s loyalty 
program than for their email address. Store 
associates asked customers to sign up for 
the loyalty program at four out of five Index 
retailers. By contrast, store associates at only 
two out of five Index retailers proactively asked 
customers to subscribe to their email list, 
suggesting a training opportunity.

• Almost half (48%) of Index retailers’ 
loyalty programs are compatible across 
touchpoints, letting customers accumulate 
and redeem points and rewards wherever they 
choose to interact with that retailer.   

BE ST PR ACTICE

Omnichannel Leader – Marketing Loyalty 
Program: Bloomingdale’s
Bloomingdale’s promotes its omnichannel loyalty 
program with a combination of points per dollar spent, 
free shipping and more. 

BE ST PR ACTICE

Omnichannel Leader – Marketing Mobile-
Optimized Email: H&M
H&M has optimized its marketing emails for mobile. The company 
also offers promotions that work in-store and via web and mobile.
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With the increasing ubiquity of multiple delivery options, customers 
expect an array of choices to get the product when and how they need 
it – preferably free of charge. 

The Consumer POV: Make it easy and inexpensive for me 
to get the product. Shipping and fulfillment feature prominently 
among site features that consumers noted as important for their holiday 
shopping last year. On a scale of 1 (“not important at all”) to 5 (“very 
important), holiday shoppers ranked the following delivery features: 12 

• Seeing the final shopping cart total prior to checkout – 4.3

• Product available to ship immediately – 4.2 

• Guaranteed on time delivery – 4.2

• Shipping deadlines calendar – 3.8

• Express ordering – 3.4

Partly due to the prevalence of free standard shipping offers, standard 
or ground shipping was by far the most popular delivery option 
among holiday shoppers last year (64.7% - “frequently” used; 29.8% 
- “occasionally” used). However, consumers also opted for a variety 
of other delivery options for some of their online holiday purchases, 
including:13 

• “Buy online, pick up in store” (BOPIS) service at some point – 37.9%

• Same day delivery – 18.7%

• Expedited shipping – 34.7%

• Buy online, email to the recipient (e.g. electronic gift cards) – 25.2%

• Buy online, print at home (e.g. event tickets) – 25.4%

• Buy online, pick up at another location – 18.9%

• Buy online, post to recipient’s Facebook wall (e.g. gift card) – 16.9%

The 2015 holiday season should see significant continued evolution in 
shipping options that consumers choose, especially as newer delivery 
options grow in areas such as local and same day delivery.

E. SHIPPING AND FULFILLMENT - DELIVERY TO THE CUSTOMER

Shipping and 
Fulfillment – 
Delivery  
Experience
Overall Index Findings: 

-“The last mile” is an as-yet 
evolving – even nascent – area 
for retailers.  Much room for 
improvement.  

Implementation 
Considerations: 

-Implementing fulfillment 
options that tie to the store 
can require significant 
investment in merchandising 
systems to provide a 
single view of inventory to 
customers and associates 
alike. 

In-store fulfillment of orders 
also requires packing space 
and materials, associate 
training and well-defined 
operational processes to 
deliver a satisfying, on-brand 
experience to the customer.  
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Omnichannel Retail Index Findings: Fulfillment speeds up – and provides 
customers with more options to fit their needs. After the 2014 holiday season, 
retailers indicated that they planned to invest in (whether optimizing, expanding and/or 
adding) a number of fulfillment options in 2015, including ship from store (31.7%), buy online 
pick up in-store (24.4%), ship to store (14.6%) and same day delivery (14.6%), among others.14

Index retailers this year appear to be in the midst of evolving their shipping options: 

• Almost three out of five (58%) Index retailers offer free shipping as a normal course of 
business – that is, not only as an occasional promotion. 

• Consumers rank very high the need to see a total cost break down for their order, 
however, not quite two out of five (38%) Index retailers offer this service, a distinct miss in 
reassuring customers as they move through the checkout process. 

• “Buy in store, ship to home” service is available at over three-quarters (77%) of 
multichannel retailers – but buy online, pick up in store is only available from just over one-
quarter (28%) of these retailers.  

• Multi-address shipping option service is offered by fewer than one in five (18%) 
Index retailers. Retailers could test this convenience feature with time-strapped holiday 
customers to see if it can increase average order value. 
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• Since 2011, Macy’s has rapidly rolled out ship-from-store 
capabilities across its network of stores.15    

• Nordstrom recently introduced and is developing its 
curbside pick up service.16 

BE ST PR ACTICE

Omnichannel Leader – Free Shipping and returns: Neiman Marcus

Multichannel retailers are stepping up their fulfillment 
game overall by leveraging often extensive networks of 
stores. By fulfilling from store inventory, retailers are able to reduce 
delivery time, optimize margins and sell more enterprise inventory.

Neiman Marcus calls out free shipping 
and free returns in the header of the 
website

Neiman Marcus clearly reminds 
the customer about free shipping 
and free returns at one of the most 
decisive consideration points:  the 
product detail page. 

 
The user friendly “Find In-Store” 
feature on the product page 
prompts a pop-up notice, advising 
the customer where the product is 
available and that they will send an 
email to notify him that it is ready for 
pick up.

• Walmart promotes free shipping for web and mobile orders if 
shoppers pick them up at the store. 

• Gap and Banana Republic let consumers reserve items via web and 
mobile and then try on and buy in-store.

Ultimately, retailers need to stay flexible as they test. Merging web, 
mobile and in-store SKUs is difficult, as is creating the right incentives 
and smooth processes to help employees set aside and pack 
inventory for customers who buy online. As always in innovation, 
some tests may not work initially and retailers have to be prepared 
to iterate and learn quickly to develop the right solution. 
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To increase the chance of purchase, customers need to be reassured that 
they can return a product quickly and easily – whether in-store, by mail or 
other means – and preferably free of charge.

The Consumer POV: “Make it easy and inexpensive for me to 
return the product.” In 2014, NRF found that an average of 8.89 percent 
of sales were returned across retailers surveyed. Industry-wide, returns last 
year accounted for $284 billion, of which $68.8 billion (or 11.2 percent of the 
total for 2014) was specifically for holiday merchandise.17  

Returns processes and policies are tremendously important to customers. 
For Holiday 2014, consumers ranked “free return shipping offer / policy” 
a 4.2 on a scale of 1 (“not important at all”) to 5 (“very important”) – or 
number seven on the list of factors that were most important to them. 
Not only is it important as a policy, it’s a significant step in the customer’s 
research during the transaction: UPS and comScore found “67% of 
shoppers review an online retailer’s return policy before purchasing.”18 

Shipping and Fulfillment – 
Returns Handling Experience
Overall Index Findings: 

-Among multi-channel Index retailers who 
take online returns in-store, this service 
is well-established. There is room for 
improvement in managing to customer 
expectations for free returns shipping and 
communicating this service overall. 

Implementation Considerations: 

-Store associates appear generally well 
trained to handle in-store returns of 
products originally purchased via web 
or mobile. Customers value free returns 
shipping, reassured that they can order 
with confidence – retailers need to run the 
numbers to determine how to best manage 
financially to this customer expectation. 

F. SHIPPING AND FULFILLMENT - RETURNS
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• Half (49%) of Index retailers now offer free return 
shipping. To remain competitive, we expect this will 
significantly increase over the next year, though retailers 
clearly will need to manage the cost aspect as well. 

• Multichannel retailers who offer the “buy online, return 
in store” (BORIS) service reduce their potential net loss in 
sales by leveraging the customer’s return trip to the store 
to make exchanges, substitutions or impulse purchases. 70 
percent of Index retailers now offer this feature – a strong 
start but with room for improvement among those who 
don’t yet offer this service.

• For those retailers who accept in-store returns of 
products originally bought online, current service levels 
are already high. Among multichannel Index retailers: 

o   93 percent accepted in-store an item that was bought 
either via web or mobile.

o 89 percent of the sales associates were familiar with 
the procedures for handling a return of an  item 
purchased via web or mobile, suggesting a training 
opportunity for a few others.  

o   In addition, all returns were made with a receipt AND 
within 3 weeks of purchase. 

o   However, the full amount of the purchased product 
was refunded in only 90 percent of the cases, causing 
another customer service issue. Those retailers who 
didn’t refund the full amount will need to re-evaluate 
their pricing policies to avoid the loss of future sales. 

• Emerging trends in returns management that we have 
observed: 

o  Last holiday season, ConsumerWorld.org found 
that a few retailers made it easier to make returns 
by offering longer-than-usual return periods and 
postage-free return shipping. 19

o  Some retailers “slice and dice” their return policies, 
creating a unique set of rules for different categories 
of items. Electronic items may be subject to stricter 
rules than, for example, clothing. Computers, digital 

Omnichannel Retail Index Findings: Returns management is strong in-store – while free shipping as a 
usual course of business is still growing

cameras, and opened goods may be subject to limited return 
rights, restocking fees, shorter return periods or no refunds at all.

o  Many retailers have begun offering free returns whereby 
the retailer pays the return postage for unwanted items, but 
sometimes only in certain categories. In reviewing a number 
of return policies, we found examples such as Amazon, 
Bloomingdale’s, Gap, Macy’s, Neiman Marcus, Nordstrom and Saks 
Fifth Avenue. 

• Refunds are another aspect of the returns process that need attention. 
Holiday shoppers surveyed last year noted that “they expect a refund in 
seven days or less,” but StellaService found that it actually took retailers 
an average of nine and a half days to issue the refund.20  Amazon 
pioneered the “instant refund” that issues a refund immediately, giving 
the customer “30 days to put the item back in the mail.” 21

BE ST PR ACTICE

Omnichannel Leader – Returns: 
Cabela’s
Cabela’s clearly outlines the return policy for different 
products – for example, the product lifetime guarantee 
for Cabela’s-brand clothing, footwear and optics, 
compared with a one-year guarantee for all other store 
brand merchandise and a 90-day refund or exchange 
option for “non-Cabela’s-brand products.” 
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Customers also want to be reassured during and after the 
purchase process with easily accessible customer service 
options that quickly and completely answer questions and 
resolve service issues. 

The Consumer POV: “How do I get the help that I 
need – when, where and how I need it?” During Holiday 
2014, shoppers sought online help via a variety of vehicles, 
including: 22

• Tried and true email (44.7%), phone (36.8%) and live chat 
(26.2%)

• Self-help options such as site search (59.7%) and FAQs 
(41.4%) were among the most popular options for 
consumers with questions. 

• 23.3 percent of holiday shoppers used Facebook; another 17.5 
percent used Twitter to get the help they needed

Customers have high expectations for responsiveness to 
their questions. For example, StellaService discovered that 
“48 percent of consumers expect[ed] to be connected to a 
customer service representative in less than two minutes” for 
phone inquiries during the 2014 holiday season. 23 

Customer Service Experience
Overall Index Findings: 

-Index retailers are generally focused on 
customer service via web and mobile as well 
as in-store, though online help options aren’t 
quite universal. 

Available help options also need to be more 
accessible throughout the site experience, 
especially at the product detail page level: 
room for improvement. 

Implementation Considerations: 

-Many of the service options simply need to 
be more visible and accessible from a much 
wider set of pages throughout the site – 
customers want to consult customer service 
information as early as the research phase, 
not only during checkout. 

Loyalty programs may need revamping to 
work across all touchpoints, requiring both 
IT and Marketing focus and resources to 
work optimally. 

G. CUSTOMER SERVICE
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Omnichannel Retail Index Findings: Customer service is a critical part of the 
shopping journey 

Overall, retailers offer customers multiple means to contact them with questions: 

• Almost all of the Index retailers (98%) note their toll-free phone number specifically, and three-
quarters (76%) indicate to customers both email and phone help options. 

• However, retailers are missing a prime opportunity to make their customer service options more readily 
apparent and accessible to customers: Only one in five (19%) Index retailers includes a customer 
service link in their page header. Since the page header translates across all areas of the site, including 
a customer service link could significantly boost customer confidence in being able to get further 
information and answers at any point during research and purchase. 

• Three-quarters (75%) of Index retailers offer “click to call” service on their mobile sites – a 
feature that has quickly become an expectation for customers. In mid-2013, Google found that, across 
industries, “70 percent of mobile searchers [had] used click to call to connect with a business directly 
from the search engine results page” and that click to call is crucial for three out of five (61%) mobile 
searchers when they’re in the “purchase phase of the shopping process.” 24 

• In-store, seven out of 10 associates encountered in this study proactively offered to look for an 
item not in stock in that store either online or in another store location. With further training and 
the required inventory systems in place, we expect this in-store service to capture the sale to become a 
ubiquitous offering over time.

Given the high customer need for access to help during the research and purchase process, we also 
explored the degree to which Index retailers offer service options directly from the product detail page 
and during checkout. 

• Overall, Index retailers offer spotty access to customer service from the product detail page – a 
crucial point in the consideration process when customers are most likely to have questions that the 
page itself doesn’t answer. Retailers were least likely to offer help from the product detail page via email 
(11%) or phone (18%), and instead have focused more on offering more real-time help via live chat (35%), 
FAQs (33%) and – an as-yet evolving service offering – user-generated (or customer to customer) Q&A 
about the product (26%). 

• By contrast, close to two-thirds (62%) of Index retailers already offer access to customer service 
options during checkout – an area that retailers should consider augmenting particularly with 
information about shipping timeframes and return policies and processes.  
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BE ST PR ACTICE

BE ST PR ACTICE

Omnichannel Leader - Customer Service information at the product 
detail page level: Burberry 

Burberry provides the customer an easy to access – and well timed – help section directly on the 
product detail page.

Omnichannel Leader - Customer Service: KAY Jewelers 

KAY Jewelers provides customer service options right in the header on their homepage – including 
a store finder - and since it’s in the header, it carries over to every other landing page.
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IV. What’s Next? Looking Ahead to the 2015 Holiday  
    Season and Beyond
At press time, retailers have already been preparing for months for the upcoming holiday season. 
While significant revamps and implementations will need to wait until early 2016, retailers can 
ensure that a number of basics are working optimally. 

Retailers should consider: 

• Optimizing marketing emails for mobile 

• Ensuring the store locator is prominent on the first screen of their mobile site 

• Making customer service options such as live chat, click to call and email more prominent on the 
product detail page – or possibly visible in the header 

• Exploring the feasibility of free outbound and/or return shipping – or at least testing different 
threshold levels to see how customers respond 

In-store, retailers should consider: 

• Adding signage to help customers become aware of and understand available services such as 
buy online pick up in store or return in-store for items originally purchased online, as well as other 
services such as a shopping app  

• Telling customers that Wi-Fi is offered in the store, if it is available

• Reminding or retraining store associates to proactively and consistently ask for customer email 
addresses and to sign up for the loyalty program 

• Training store associates to offer to find a product not available in the store so that the customer 
doesn’t walk away unsatisfied 

We wish everyone a successful holiday season and 2016.  
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