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Abstract 

One of the newest emerging areas of research in supply chain management is Reverse 

Logistics. It involves all activities related to the flow of products from the customer 

back to the supplier. In the last decade scholars have developed theories and models, 

however empirical data is still in its infancy. In response, this paper strives to close this 

gap by conducting research to create new knowledge on the first element of reverse 

logistics, which is the product return process. The main intention of having a return 

process is to handle returned products efficiently in order to recover value and to save 

costs. Therefore, it is a value-adding operation and can become profitable for the 

company.  

The purpose of this study is to investigate the implementation and perception of the 

return process of Swedish e-retailers. Sweden is considered to be one of the most 

matured e-commerce markets. In addition, e-retailers experience the highest rate of 

product returns. Together those two factors influenced the decision to dedicate this 

thesis to this particular region and industry. 

Initially, this paper introduces reverse logistics focusing specifically on the product 

return process. An overview of the existing theories and concepts within the return 

process is presented and summarized, resulting in the creation of the Boomerang Return 

Model. Based on this foundation the questionnaire was created. By cooperating with the 

Swedish e-retail federation - Svensk Distanshandel, access to the industry was gained to 

perform a quantitative study. 

It was found that the empirical data only gives insight into the implementation and 

perception of the return process of small sized companies. The findings demonstrate the 

limited awareness of the importance of an efficient return process. Companies tend to 

perceive the return process as unimportant instead of value adding. Hence, there is an 

opportunity for improvements in the Swedish e-retail market. From these findings a 

modified version of the Boomerang Return Model was created to adjust the initial 

model particularly for small sized companies. The model can be utilized as a theoretical 

groundwork in future research. Additionally, it could also serve as guidance for small 

companies how to implement an appropriate return process.  
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1 Introduction 
 

1.1 Background  
 

Globalization and the resulting increased competition possess tremendous challenges to 

companies (Meixell & Gargeya, 2005; Taylor, 1997). Business environments became 

more volatile at the same time as customers became increasingly demanding (Soriano & 

Dobon, 2008). That is why in the last three decades supply chain management has 

developed into one of the most vital strategic aspects of any business initiative 

(Harrison & Van Hoek, 2008; Lowson, 2002; Meixell & Gargeya, 2005).  

 

Supply chain management aims to coordinate many partners and is looking at the 

network as a whole to fulfill the customers need. Companies tend to integrate the goal 

of achieving an effective supply chain management in their overall strategy to establish 

competitive advantages (Rogers & Tibben-Lembke, 2001). Moreover, these authors 

realized that an efficient flow of products can lead to cost reductions, increased value 

and customer satisfaction. The flows, which make the supply chain alive, belong to the 

responsibility of logistics management. Logistics deals with the processes that enable 

the supply chain to operate smoothly, since it coordinates the physical product flow 

with information flow (Harrison & Van Hoek, 2008). There has been a development of 

the awareness that the backward flow is of the same importance as the forward flow.  

 

Although the awareness has grown, in practice companies still place little importance on 

the backwards flow. This process of backwards flow is known as Reverse Logistics. 

The Council of Supply Chain Management Professionals (2010) emphasizes the 

importance of reverse logistics, to complete the concept of logistics management:  

 
Logistics management is that part of supply chain management that plans, implements, and 

controls the efficient forward and reverses flow and storage of goods, services and related 

information between the point of origin and the point of consumption in order to meet 

customers' requirements.  

 

Reverse logistics promotes customer satisfaction, recycling, reusing and reduction of 

parts and has an important environmental aspect, where companies can show corporate 

responsibility (Carter, Craig & Ellram, 1998).  

 

Dawe (1995); Dowlatshahi (2000); Horvath, Autry and Wilcox (2004); Mollenkopf and 

Closs (2005), and Richey, Chen, Genchev, and Daugherty (2005a) all agree that reverse 

logistics is becoming recognized as a competitive advantage.  

 

Traditionally a main source of competitive advantage within logistics is to succeed with 

speed and delivery (Stalk, 1988). Similarly to the forward flow, the scale of processes 

for the reverse flow is seen as complex and highly integrated (Mollenkopf & Closs, 

2005). The intention is to recover value from returned products, which means an input 

to the company’s profitability. Moreover, the area of reverse logistics is starting to 

receive attention from governments, which impose various regulations to support the 

environmental awareness (Blumberg, 1999; Dowlatshahi, 2000; Janse, 2008).  
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1.2 Emergence of ,ew Challenges 
 

Despite of the theoretical acknowledgement, there is limited research done about how 

reverse logistics is implemented. In general, companies are still paying very little 

attention to this part of the supply chain. It is often not a separate process but rather 

done next to other operations and thus, often lacks an efficient performance with formal 

standards and regulations (Stock & Mulki, 2009). Supporting this view Blackburn, 

Guide, Souza, and Van Wassengove (2004) state that the reverse flow is rather 

unknown and has not been investigated heavily. Further, on Stock and Mulki (2009) 

emphasizes the lack of empirical data in that area and point out the importance of future 

research.  

 

Therefore, this research is dedicated to reverse logistics and strives to achieve a greater 

insight through empirical data. Stock and Mulki (2009) found out that reverse logistics 

is a broad area that is practiced in manufacturing, wholesaling, and retailing. Further, 

Krumwiede and Sheu (2002) describe three separate stages involved in reverse logistics: 

Retrieval (product returns), Transportation, and Disposition. This study will be 

narrowed down to product returns, which is defined as the process of handling received 

product from customers. Min, Jeung Ko, and Seong Ko (2006) highlight the importance 

of product returns process, suggesting that it is the first step in reverse logistics. 

Similarity, Norek (2002) suggests that the product return process is the operation within 

supply chain management that is the most ignored. Skjøtt-Larsen, Schary, Mikkola and 

Kotzab (2007) further categorize product returns according to their life-cycle phases. 

There are three different life-cycle categories: End-of-life returns, End-of-use returns 

and Commercial returns. This thesis is limited to the category of commercial product 

returns, since there is little focused research in this area (Tibben-Lembke and Rogers, 

2002). Focusing this research only on commercial product return process will enable a 

concise and thorough study. 

 

Retailers are directly selling to end-customers (B2C) and are also the main point 

receiving product returns. Therefore, this study is solely focused on the retail industry. 

Retailers are mainly faced with returns of commercial goods rather than with end-of-life 

or end-of-use returns (Tibben-Lembke & Rogers, 2002). Padmanabhan (1997) further 

states, that the retail industry has the highest rate of product returns and is generally 

regarded as the most competitive industry.  

 

Reflecting back on the recent decades, technological advances have completely changed 

global commerce. E-retail is emerging as the fastest-growing retail channel with an 

average annual growth rate of 14% (Laudon & Traver, 2009). Sweden has been 

considered one of the earliest adopter of this retail channel (Boston Consulting Group, 

2000). Therefore, Sweden is now considered one of the most mature regions for e-

commerce. By 2009 only 5% of Swedes had never made a purchased online. (Svensk 

Distanshandel [SDh], 2009). Sweden is in an excellent position to prosper and grow 

within e-retailing. Commonly the industry tends to have very customer-friendly return 

policies, which results in a higher level of product returns by customers Richey et al. 

(2005a). 

 

Laudon and Traver (2009) state that one of the main challenges for e-retailers is to 

handle the perceived inconvenience of customers that comes with returning a good. A 
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similar study by Smith (2005) indicates that easier return policies will improve the 

perception of customer service, which is also supported by Tibben-Lembke and Rogers 

(2001) and Richey et al. (2005a). Additionally, findings that were reported by 

Forrester Research highlighted that 30% of e-retailers surveyed, addressed product 

returns as one of their biggest challenges (McCullough Kilgore, Dolberg, Leyne, 

Reinhard, & Gatoff, 1999).  

 

Companies must start to place greater importance on the value that is being lost through 

weak and inefficient product return operations. In the early years of the 21st Century, it 

was estimated that approximately 2.5 billion annually was lost only from returned 

merchandise (Richardson, 2001). An efficient product return process could hold the key 

to unlock greater prosperity and competitive advantages. Furthermore, Dowlatshahi 

(2000) continues this thought that reverse logistics activities enables firms to compete, 

even when profit margins are slimming. Similarly, Anderson (2009, p.41) argues that 

the reverse supply chain is an important “source of untapped profitability”. Companies 

might not only minimize their costs but also regain value of the return products.  

 

Furthermore, Rogers and Tibben-Lembke (1999) note that the product return flow is the 

last interaction customers have with their suppliers and thus is a critical point 

contributing to customer satisfaction. In the case of dissatisfaction with certain products, 

the supplier has the chance to address and correct the perceived inconvenience of their 

customers through a well-performed return process. Companies lack the awareness of 

the importance and value of an efficient product return process. There is a great need of 

improvements and developments to be able to handle product returns effectively. 

 

In other words: Once the boomerang is thrown out, there is a chance that it will come 

back and then one has to be prepared in order to catch it, otherwise it will be lost. 

 

1.3 Purpose  
 

This thesis investigates and analyzes the implementation and perception of the product 

return processes of Swedish e-retailers. 

 
Research Questions 
  

1. How developed is the implementation of the product return process of Swedish e-

retailers -what tools, resources and choices are considered?  

 

2. Is the return process perceived as a value adding and important operation among 

Swedish e-retailers?  
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2 Frame of Reference  
 

This chapter provides an overview of the existing theories and concepts of the product 

return process. It gives insight into the process, its structure and implementation. The 

used theories are chosen to give a comprehensive overview of reverse logistics and 

specifically the product return process. Lastly, the theories are summarized into a new 

model – The Boomerang Return Model.  

 
 
Figure 2-1 represents a guideline through the theoretical framework. A simplified 

overview of reverse logistics is visualized. The literature review encompasses all areas 

shaded in blue and show the focus towards the product return process. The grey shaded 

areas are added to comprehend the overall complexity of reverse logistics but they are 

excluded from this study.  

Figure  2-1: Literature Overview 
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2.1 Defining Reverse Logistics  
 

To be able to fully comprehend the aspects of the return process, fundamental key terms 

are defined. This creates a foundational understanding of product returns and their 

handling. The descriptions of the key terms are ordered form the broadest term Reverse 

Logistics and then narrowed down to commercial returns .  

 

While the forward supply chain is a mature topic of study, where lots of research has 

been done, reverse logistics is a relatively fresh area. In 1981, Lambert and Stock were 

among the first scholars introducing the concept of reverse logistics. It has emerged as a 

sub-field of logistics and started receiving attention in the 90’s (Fernández, 2005). Since 

then the interest to this area increased dramatically (Rubio, Chamorro & Miranda, 

2008). Rogers and Tibben-Lembke (1999, p. 2) define reverse logistics as:  

 
 the process of planning, implementing and controlling the efficient, cost effective flow of 

 raw materials, in-process inventory, finished goods, and related information from the point of 

 consumption to the point of origin for the purpose of recapturing value or proper disposal.  

 

Stock and Mulki (2009) recommend that more empirical research should be done to 

observe if the awareness of the term Reverse Logistics is increasing in practice. 

2.1.1 Defining Product Returns 
 

Norek (2002) presents the term enterprise returns management as a way to label the 

complete return process within a firm. This implies managing the operations of return 

approval, transportation coordination, tracking, receiving, and finally disposition of the 

return product. The term enterprise returns management encompasses all relevant 

elements of the product return process. Although this term is applicable, it could be 

perceived as too abstract for the general population. Therefore, in this study the term 

‘product return process’ is preferred. Since a questionnaire will be included in this 

study, it is vital that all terms can be interpreted correctly.  

 

According to Min et al. (2006, p.57) product returns are very demanding and involve:  
 

The collection of returned products at designated regional distribution centres or  retail outlets, 

the transfer and consolidation of returned products at centralized return  centres, the asset 

recovery of returned products through repairs, refurbishing, and remanufacturing, and the 

disposal of returned products with no commercial value.  

 

Looking at the return process, researchers have indicated that as much as 30-35% of 

potential profits can be lost (Rosen, Chamorro & Miranda, 2001). General merchandise 

has an average product return rate of 6%, which was reported in an American study by 

Rogers and Tibben-Lembke (2001). In America the hidden cost relates to 35-42 billion 

per year (Meyer, 1999; Norek, 2003; Rogers & Tibben-Lembke, 2001). Understanding 

the drivers of this process and its characteristics is the initial stage to implement an 

efficient return process.  
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2.1.2 Characteristics of Product Returns 

 

Tibben-Lembke and Rogers (2002) identified that the reverse supply chain is confronted 

with more uncertainty. Thus, the timing and amount of returned products is unknown 

and cannot be forecasted, since only the end-customer can trigger the flow. This view is 

supported by Guide and Van Wassenhove (2001). Increased sales during seasonal 

periods and occasional promotions, which are launched in the forward chain, also affect 

the reverse chain. It is understood that increased sales during promotions result in 

greater amounts of product returns. Therefore, information sharing facilitates between 

both chains and preparations can be beneficial. Further, Tibben-Lembke and Rogers 

(2002) suggests that product returns arrives from various locations and are often sent to 

a centralized return centre.  

 

The packaging itself of returned products tends to be inadequate without original 

packaging or labels for identification, which makes the process of transportation, 

collection and identification more difficult (Tibben-Lembke & Rogers, 2002). The 

pricing of returned products is problematic and unstable, since the conditions of 

returned products vary individually (Guide & Van Wassenhove, 2001; Tibben-Lembke 

& Rogers, 2002). The inventory management has to be reconsidered and adapted for 

product returns. In addition, the product return process is characterized to be not 

transparent, there is a lack of standards, regulations, and costs are likely hidden (Stock 

& Mulki, 2009).  

 

Whereas costs associated with theft and shrinkage are lower, most other costs such as 

transportation and obsolescence are larger than for the forward flow (Tibben-Lembke & 

Rogers, 2002). Such facts have to be considered when designing the product return 

process, since obsolescence and the value decline can only be minimized through fast 

handling. Lastly, Tibben-Lembke and Rogers (2002) state that the marketing approach 

and negotiations between parties are rather difficult for reverse logistics, since the 

quality of returned products are not consistent. Retailers are to the highly confronted 

with reverse logistics, due to their close connection with customers, which tend to return 

products at the place of purchase (Tibben-Lembke & Rogers, 2002).  

 

2.1.3 Commercial Returns 
 

Commercial returns are defined by Skjøtt-Larsen et al. (2007) mainly as furniture, 

computers, and textiles. Often customers make use of their warranty and return products 

because of damages, dislike or unmet expectations. Nowadays commercial returns are 

often outsourced to third party providers in order to ensure a fast and accurate return 

process, which can enhance customer loyalty and generate a competitive advantage 

(Blumberg, 1999). 

 

In addition to this, Stock (2001) groups product returns into controllable and 

uncontrollable returns. The appearance of controllable returns is due to mistakes and 

damages and can be minimized by better performance. For instance, better packaging, 

distribution modes and cargo space will reduce damages during the handling of the 

product within the chain. The importance is to identify the root, which causes problems 

in order to treat it sustainable. On the contrary, uncontrollable returns cannot be 
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predicted or removed, since they are not the cause of mistakes inside the chain but 

rather occur due to customer’s perceptions. The aim is to reduce the occurrence of 

controllable returns, so that the process of uncontrollable items is faster and more 

smoothly (Stock, 2001).  

 

2.2 The Reasons behind Product Returns and their Implications 
 

In order to understand the occurrence of product returns, theories explaining the reason 

and implications of returned products are presented.  

 

The reasons for tolerating product returns and its implications are important in the 

context of creating a competitive advantage. Reverse logistics can be used to practice 

corporate responsibility, which enables companies to enhance customer satisfaction 

(Norek, 2002). Moreover, the quality and speed of the return process will affect 

customer service and the cost efficiency of the process itself. 

 

There are three major reasons why product returns occurs according to Skjøtt-Larsen et 

al. (2007):  

 

1. Laws imposed by governments. This is obligating the companies to certain return 

policies for instance in e-commerce. Since customers cannot see and evaluate the 

product personally. Under the Swedish distance sales act e-retailers are obliged to 

offer a return option within two weeks (Distans-och hemförsäljningslag 9 §, 

2005:59). 

 

2. To increase the quality of customer service. An efficient return process helps to 

create a competitive edge since smooth returns will positively affect the customer 

buying decision. (Rogers & Tibben-Lembke, 2001)  

 

3. Intention to recapture value from used products. The implementation of an efficient 

product return process can lead to a regain of value, since the amount of otherwise 

scrapped products is reduced (Sadler, 2007).  

 

Often products are in perfect conditions and are returned, because customers lack the 

knowledge how to use the item correctly or because they changed their preferences 

(Rogers & Tibben-Lembke, 2001).  

 

From the customer perspective there are different reasons for returning a product. These 

reasons give feedback to the company about the quality of their products. Tracking and 

comprehending this valuable information can be transformed into a reduction of the 

return rate. Rogers and Tibben-Lembke (2001) noted that previously few questions 

about the return reasons were asked. However, nowadays this is seen as valuable 

information that firms want to collect. According to Tibben-Lembke and Rogers (2002) 

the main reasons for a customer to return a product are that: the product did not fulfill 

the customer's expectation or needs, the product does not work properly or a product 

recall. Especially, e-retailers tend to have generous return policies due to the price-

driven competition, which has resulted in higher return rates (de Brito, Flapper & 

Dekker, 2002). Customers now have the ability to take advantage of these polices. This 
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has resulted into the common practice of retuning a product for any reason, sometimes 

without justification. 

 

Furthermore, liquidity implications of returned products were researched by Horvath et 

al. (2004), showing the impact of product returns on the liquidity of a company. The 

danger of returned goods is their unpredictable and high fluctuating flow, which could 

lead to negative cash flows. The same challenge was identified by Skjøtt-Larsen et al. 

(2007), that product returns are very unpredictable in terms of their amount and 

occurrence. In addition to that Ravi, Shankar, and Tiwari (2005) argue that 

implementing a return process entails financial implications and high investment. 

Further, Richey, Genchev, and Daugherty (2005b) states that especially smaller 

companies are disadvantaged when it comes to the commitment of recourses in reverse 

logistics performance. 

 

Blackburn et al. (2004) echoed that the product return process is rather seen with a cost 

attitude than associated with value and asset reclamation. Thus, companies lack the 

awareness that an effective return process can create a competitive advantage. The lack 

of standard return practices is another problem which can lead to interruptions and 

longer processing times. That is a quality and time concern and moreover the product 

value declines over time.  

 

There is a need of using systematic and standardized processes, which can reduce the 

cost of handling product returns. Instead of creating cost, an efficient return process can 

be used as a tool to add value through decreased inventories and higher customer 

satisfaction (Rogers & Tibben-Lembke, 1999; Stock, 1998). The objective of product 

returns is to recover as much value as possible. Thus, generating cash-inflow, for 

instance through reselling of obsolete products at a discount or remanufacturing. 

 

2.3 Activities within the Return Process  
 

Since the aim is to investigate the implementation of the return process, the different 

steps of the return process are explained. The commitment of sufficient resources and 

assigned responsibility are discussed as enablers for a return processes.  

 

2.3.1 The steps of the Return Process 

 

The research from Stock and Mulki (2009) gives insight into the product return 

processes used in the three industries of manufacturing, wholesaling and retailing. In 

figure 2-2, the activities are group into the following steps:  
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Figure  2-2: Activities in the product return process (Stock and Mulki, 2009, p.41) 

  

Stock and Mulki (2009) identify the four main activities that compose the product return 

process as: receiving, processing, sortation and disposition. These authors state that in 

the context of return handling, the initial activity is receiving. It implies that the firm 

receives notification and later physical custody of the returned product. The activity of 

processing includes documentation, and greater information retrieval and assignment. 

This is also where the choice to issue compensation to the customer can occur. These 

processing operations are crucial to ensure that the return process is well documented 

and will proceed efficiently. Sortation is the action of physically dealing with the 

returned product. In this step logistical decisions are made such as inspection, 

categorization, and assignment of location storage. The activity of disposition is a final 

stage of product return process, where the company makes a decision how it will handle 

the returns. Lastly, Stock and Mulki (2009) suggests several disposition options: to 

place the product back on the primary market, to refurbish and sell it on the secondary 

market, recycle, or scrap it. 

 

It was claimed that the activities of processing, sortation and disposition are the most 

time consuming ones and that a minority of companies are actually using standard 

methods for return processing (Stock & Mulki, 2009). According to the same authors, 

the lack of standards and regulations results in hidden costs and non-transparent 

processes. Moreover, Stock and Mulki (2009) observed that often the same warehouse 

space is utilized for the forward as well as for the reverse logistic flow. A key finding of 

their study was that manufactures and wholesalers devote about 25% of their warehouse 

space for returning products whereas some retailers use up to 75%. However, for 

companies with low rate of returns a combined facility is suggested to be appropriate 

(Stock & Mulki, 2009). 

 

2.3.2 Assigned Responsibility 

 

Saeed, Grover and Hwang (2003) and Skjøtt-Larsen et al. (2007) point out that in 

practice there is often undefined responsibility in the reverse chain. It appears often in 

practice that no direct person is in charge; rather it is split up among personnel, so that 

nobody really has the right commitment. 

 

In line with this, Stock and Mulki (2009), Ravi et al. (2005), and Rogers (2009) argue 

that there is the need for direct responsibility of personnel or a department dedicated to 
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the product return process. Stock, Spen, and Shear (2002) even takes that issue one step 

further by recommending a senior manager to be in charge of these activities in order to 

increase the chance of making the return process profitable. In addition to that Stock 

(1996) gives the advice that return activities can be improved and sped up by better-

educated and trained personnel. Quicker processes will lead to an increase in the 

retained value from the returned products (Rogers & Tibben-Lembke, 2001). Thus, the 

more resources are committed to the return process the higher is the chance to establish 

an efficient, fast and inexpensive reverse product flow and to gain a competitive 

advantage.  

 

To address the problem of undefined responsibility, the reverse chain should be clearly 

structured. Autry (2005) recommends that treating the return process separately, would 

reduce task conflicts, double handling and the inferior role of reverse logistics compared 

to the traditional forward logistics. In line with that, Rogers and Tibben-Lembke (2001) 

and Rogers (2009) emphasizes that reverse logistics should be separated from the 

forward chain flow to operate effectively. 

 

In order to increase the performance, the importance of the return process should be 

communicated towards the employees, to increase their understanding and motivation. 

Companies are faced with the challenge how to deal with the threat of cannibalization. 

Tibben-Lembke and Rogers (2002) define cannibalization as the vendors’ believe that 

sales of remanufactured products will come at a cost of lower sales of new products. 

However, the profitability of selling new products is higher than selling remanufactured 

products. Therefore, retailers are concerned about selling refurbished product at a 

discount and associate them with a loss of sales of new products. This might affect their 

ambitions to establish an efficient product return process, since they try to assign little 

importance and effort to product returns. Moreover, it was indicated by Ravi et al. 

(2005) that the employees within a company are hesitant to change and weary of the 

exposition to risk. 

 

2.4 Implementation of the Product Return Process  
 

The product return structure is essentially a trade-off between cost and time and needs 

to be incorporated in the overall strategy. Different approaches in the literature suggest 

that a company has to focus on one of these priorities. The challenge in creating an 

appropriate product return process is to make choices how to implement the overall 

structure to be in line with strategy. Therefore this section explains and clarifies 

different structure and strategy approaches. 

 

2.4.1 Structure  

 

Blackburn et al. (2004) present two extreme methods, a centralized and a decentralized 

way, of structuring the return process. The first one occurs when a centralized return 

center is used, while the latter structure takes place if each retailer is taking care of 

returns themselves. Moreover, some companies adapt to a strategy that lies in-between. 
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2.4.1.1 Centralized structure  
 

In a centralized approach, there is a return center in charge of performing all of the 

return steps: receiving, processing, sortation and disposition of the return process. As it 

can be seen in figure 2-3 only one specific centralized location does the gate-keeping 

function. Li and Olorunniwo (2008) argue that a centralized supply chain can maximize 

the whole system of business value through economies of scale. To achieve a 

centralized structure of the supply chain, companies need to have a centralized facility 

responsible for the returns, which requires a high initial investment. Moreover, 

companies can employ different supply chain initiatives such as vendor-managed 

inventory and collaborative planning forecasting and replenishment to improve the 

process (Li & Olorunniwo, 2008). Collaboration in reverse logistics is of the same 

importance as in the forward flow and can increase performance. When performance of 

the system is improved and the return process runs smoothly, benefits can be achieved 

throughout the company (Li & Olorunniwo, 2008; Stock, 2004).  

 

 

 

 

Figure  2-3: Centralised structure (Blackburn et al., 2004, p. 13) 

2.4.1.2 Decentralized Structure  
 

In a decentralized structure the different retailers are handling the product return 

activities themselves. The retailer acts as a gate-keeping function and decides through 

inspecting and sorting, how the product will proceed. The retailers need to have 

regulations, standards, and competence of the product return process in order to be able 

to evaluate the product correctly. Norek (2002) specifies these tasks to be: determining 

the condition of a product, skills to perform initial inspections, and logistic 

infrastructure to ship products further. Blackburn et al. (2004) identifies that through a 

decentralized structure, products which are in perfect condition and only need to be 

returned to inventory and products with no value, can be sorted out immediately. This 

will reduce the time those products spend in the return process and thus will reduce the 

number of remaining products in the process and speed up the return activities (see 

figure 2-4, next page).  
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This approach is better for time-sensitive products, since product returns can be handled 

and proceed immediately to the next right process and thus the most value can be 

recovered (Blackburn et al., 2004). Therefore, companies who want to compete on time 

should adopt a decentralized approach. 

 

This approach is supported by Roger (2009) describing the best practices for the return 

processing to be in-house. When a company wants to adopt a decentralized, in-house 

return process, first it should identify and assign responsibility for the return handling. 

To encourage a responsive return process, companies should include a return-shipping 

label to improve fast processing. As soon as a product arrives to the receiving dock, it 

should be entered into the system.  
 

2.4.2 Optimal Choice of Structure in Line with Strategy  

 

Two distinct strategic approaches can be formed by reviewing research done by Janse 

(2008), Le Blanc (2006), Krikke, Van Nunen, Zuidwijk, and Kuik, (2005). 

 

An efficient returns process is strategically aimed at saving cost. This can be achieved 

through eliminating unnecessary and unconstructive activities. It can be also achieved 

by constantly seeking out the most resourceful action for each operation within the 

system. 

A responsive returns process is strategically designed at controlling time. Here the 

focus lies on minimizing time, while still maintaining quality. Customer perception 

plays a key role in this strategic structure. 

 

Below different options are presented how to implement, communicate and launch the 

return activities such as through using a lean, agile or leagile approach which influences 

the competitive edge.  

 

The choice of the right approach depends on several factors such as the type of 

products, the supply chain strategy, the available resources and tools (Blackburn et al. 

2004; Fisher, 1997). The main objectives of the return process are to meet customers’ 

Figure  2-4: Decentralized structure (Blackburn et al., 2004, p.16) 
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satisfaction and to regain value. The company can achieve this goal either through a 

centralized, cost efficient strategy or through a decentralized, flexible strategy. The two 

strategies can be implemented and communicated through different approaches such as 

a lean, agile, leagile or the preponement approach.  

 

Fisher (1997) introduced two strategies for supply chains according to two 

differentiated product types, which can be either functional or innovative. A functional 

product is characterized by predictable demand and thus enables an efficient supply 

chain. Stable demand allows minimizing stock, schedule production plans and 

deliveries ahead, so that a cost reduced and efficient supply chain can be used. On the 

contrary, an innovative product is represented by uncertain demand and therefore 

requiring a flexible and responsive supply chain. Such products often have high margins 

and thus time plays an important role to satisfy customer demand regardless at what 

cost. As a result, Fisher (1997) created a matrix to present two compatible approaches: 

the functional product should be handled in an efficient supply chain (centralized 

structure), whereas the innovative products should be processed in a responsive supply 

chain (decentralized structure).  

Blackburn et al. (2004) advances Fisher’s concept and adds the marginal time value of 

product returns in reverse logistics. It states that products lose value during the time 

period they stay in the reverse flow process. Thus, the faster returned items are handled 

the more value can be recovered. If the product returns process takes too long time there 

is the risk that no value is left and the product can only be sold as scrap (Blackburn et 

al., 2004). The concept is visualized in figure 2-5 and emphasize that time is an 

important competitive priority for reverse logistics.  

 

 
Figure  2-5: Value decrease of product returns (Blackburn et al., 2004, p. 10) 

 

This time value concept helps to determine if a centralized or decentralized structure 

should be preferred for a certain product category. As shown in figure 2-6, products can 

be classified into two broader categories. The first category includes products with a 

high marginal value of time. Those products are time-sensitive and have a short-life 

cycle such as computers. The second category consists of products with a lower 

marginal time value, meaning that they do not lose much value over time; they have 

rather long life cycles such as refrigerators.  
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Figure  2-6: Differences in marginal value of time (Blackburn et al., 2004, p.12) 

 

With this approach, Blackburn et al. (2004) apply Fisher's matrix to product returns. 

Instead of characterizing the products regarding their demand prediction and margin, 

Blackburn et al. (2004) used time as a decision base. Innovative products have a high 

value decline over time. For such products with a high marginal value of time, speed is 

important in order to process the returned products as fast as possible. On the contrary, 

functional products loose less value over time and thus have a low marginal value of 

time (Blackburn et al., 2004). Therefore, a cost efficient supply chain is the more 

suitable approach. A product with a high marginal value of time in line with an efficient 

supply chain or a product with a low marginal value of time in line with a responsive 

chain is rather unsuitable. The issue is visualized in figure 2-7. 

 

 
Figure  2-7: Time based strategy (Blackburn et al., 2004, p.13) 

 

A centralized method may be chosen over the decentralized one, if the product is not 

very time-intensive and the main objective is to keep costs low for the return process 

Blackburn et al. (2004). With a centralized approach companies can achieve cost 

reduction; moreover there is no need of specific skills. The lean approach is in line with 

the centralized, cost efficient structure. Lean philosophy focuses on identifying and 

eliminating waste (Scherrer-Rathje, Boyle & Deflorin, 2009). By practicing the lean 
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approach companies can obtain a balanced, smooth, and rapid flow of work throughout 

the system (Stevenson & Spring 2007). The lean approach is implemented by setting up 

centralized service centers for product returns to decrease the costs of the process 

(Cohen & Agrawal, 1999).  

 

However, Banomyong, Veerakachen, and Supatn (2008) emphasizes that the problem 

with a centralized structure in comparison to a decentralized structure, is the poor 

customer service due to the inability to deal with return uncertainty. To solve this 

problem, companies have to increase their flexibility and agility in order to meet 

customers' requirements. For example to provide an excellent after sales or repair 

service. One of the solutions will be to consider the appropriate location of the return 

centers. Locating return centers closer to the customer instead to near distribution 

centers or manufacturing facilities can help to decrease customer inconvenience with 

regard to time and costs (Banomyong et al., 2008).  

 

Blackburn et al. (2004) state that the decentralized method is more costly since it 

requires a higher coordination of the shipment of products and more competent 

employees. Despite higher costs, the products are handled faster and more value can be 

retained (Blackburn et al., 2004). The act to regain as much value as possible is 

presented by Blackburn et al. (2004, p.7) as a strategy called Preponement, which 

focuses on a reduction of delays within the reverse supply chain in order to increase 

receptiveness. This strategy is contrasting the widely acknowledged forward chain 

strategy called Postponement strategy (Lee & Tang, 1997, p.40), which tries to delay 

the last customization modifications until demand is known. The preponement strategy 

encourages meeting the processes (receiving and sortation) at an early stage. Therefore, 

Blackburn et al. (2004) suggests that the preponement strategy is more appropriate for 

reverse logistics. This is because the aim of the return process is to evaluate the returned 

products early and fast to be able to recover as much value as possible.  

 

According to Christopher, Lowson, and Peck (2004) agility is a suitable approach which 

acts with a high degree of responsiveness. Responsiveness and flexibility are key 

elements of a decentralized structure (Stank, Daugherty & Gustin, 1994). The agile 

approach is an alternative which aims to handle volatile customer demands. It 

incorporates quality and speed to market, broad customer choice and increase 

responsiveness to everyday changing market environment (Goldman, Nagel & Preiss. 

1995).  

 

Despite that the two approaches have different purposes and strategies of 

implementation, Goldman et al. (1995) argues that agility cannot be achieved without 

some degree of leanness in the supply chain. Obviously, it is not possible for 

organization to obtain high flexibility and responsiveness with a lot of waste and poorly 

organized supply chain. Mason-Jones, Naylor and Towill (2000) argue that the best 

solution is to practice the approaches at different stages of the supply chain and combine 

them at the strategic decoupling point as shown in figure 2-8. 
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Figure  2-8: Lean, agile and leagile supply chain (Mason-Jones et al., 2000, p.36) 

  

Leagility is a compromise benefiting from both (Naylor, Naim and Berry, 1999). The 

combined approach within logistics implies practicing lean manufacturing upstream the 

decoupling point, which will lead to cost reduction. While the application of the agile 

method is performed downstream from the decoupling point and will ensure quick 

response to unpredictable demand. As in the forward supply chain, the lean approach 

will eliminate non-value added activities in reverse logistics, so that costs and lead-time 

will be minimized (Banomyong et al., 2008). The leagile approach in reverse logistics, 

especially in the product return process will help to decrease lead-times, costs, and at 

the same time increase customer satisfaction.  

 

In summary, the choice of structure of the return process is tradeoffs between regaining 

value from the returned product (dependent on the time it spends in the process) and the 

costs associated with it. The company has to decide to compete with an agile, 

responsive return process or on an efficient, lean process which is slower but less 

expensive. A decentralized structure is better for high-value products with short-life 

cycles, where speed in the process is needed to recover value. Through speed, higher 

costs are incurred but the recovered value will offset for the increased costs. On the 

contrary, efficiency is the focus of a centralized structure suitable for products with a 

low marginal value. Since the products do not lose much value over time, it is possible 

to regain more value and still keep the costs of the return process low (Blackburn et al., 

2004). Moreover, companies can take elements of each structure to reach a combined 

method such as leagile to customize the approach to their needs (Naylor et al.1999). 

Choosing the right structure will impact the ability to compete successfully in regards to 

cost and time.  

 

2.5 Supportive Strategic Tools  
 

To achieve greater implementation supportive tools are presented. Such tools can 

enhance the performance of the return process. Therefore, technology, outsourcing and 

performance measurements are considered. 
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2.5.1 Technology  
 

Technology is seen as a supportive tool to improve the return process. Skjøtt-Larsen et 

al. (2007) indicates challenges in regards to product returns which can be addressed 

with the appropriate use of technology. The challenges suggested by Skjøtt-Larsen et al. 

(2007) could be the missing original packaging and barcode when a product is returned. 

The correct product identification is therefore more time intensive and work processes 

are needed to repackage the product. This is challenging especially for products with a 

short life cycle such as clothes and electronic products (Skjøtt-Larsen et al. 2007). The 

return process has to be sped up in order to recover as much value as possible, since 

products lose value over time (see figure 4-5). To identify and track products easier and 

to speed up the whole process, new tools have to be developed. Blackburn et al.(2004) 

identified microchips as one example of a used technologies for an identification label.  

 

To improve the return process it is essential to find new technological means to make 

the return process more efficient, easier, and less costly. Moreover, to handle the 

information and data flow appropriate information technology (IT) is needed (Andel, 

1995; Dowlatshahi, 2000; Witt, 1995). It will contribute to an efficient information 

sharing and improve the visibility of good flow throughout the chain. The commonly 

used IT systems in logistics is electronic data interchange (EDI), enterprise resource 

planning (ERP), and radio frequency identification (RFID) (Li & Olorunniwo, 2008). 

These scholars emphasize that such methods are not only improving the visibility but 

also contribute to easy collaboration between partners. To receive the highest value 

from the returned item, it is important to communicate to the warehouse department that 

an item is ready for collecting after the inspection (Rogers, 2009). The different means 

of IT will help to achieve real-time visibility.  

 

2.5.2 The Product Return Process Implemented by Third-Party Providers 
 

One option to handle product return efficiently is to partially or completely outsource 

the return activities to a third party provider (3PL). With this approach companies can 

focus on their business, avoid large capital expenditure, and gain flexibility provided by 

3PL companies (Li & Olorunniwo, 2008). Companies utilizing such services from 

subcontractors are able to reduce their costs up to 10% (Minahan, 1998). Therefore, 

outsourcing is common among e-businesses (Caldwell, 1999). The reason for this is that 

online retailers are facing higher return rates. According to distans-och 

hemförsäljningslag 9 §, 2005:59, customers have a "cooling-off period" of 14 calendar 

days for online purchased products. This cooling-off period means that the customer 

may cancel the order, return the products and get a refund without having any particular 

return reason. Hence, the products of e-businesses are returned more frequently which 

might also lead to a greater need for outsourcing. 

 

However, when deciding to outsource the return activities it is important to carefully 

weight out all costs and benefits. Anderson (2009) argues that companies should be 

careful with outsourcing return activities, as companies can lose valuable information. 

Such information can contribute to identifying and avoiding quality and design 

problems or help to receive deeper insight of customer buying patterns.  
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2.5.3 Performance Measurement   
 

Another supportive tool is performance measurements, which are commonly used in the 

forward supply chain but rarely for the reverse product flow (Li & Olorunniwo, 2008). 

Similarly it is suggested that, often no performance measurements are established, 

which increase the difficulty to improve the process (Skjøtt-Larsen et al. 2007). Janse 

(2008) brings up the important aspect, that so far there have been few industry accepted 

standards applied in terms of performance measurements and benchmarking for reverse 

logistics.  

 

Sweeney (2006) stress the importance of performance measurements and give examples 

of such measurements:  

  

• Time from customer complaint to the issue being resolved (turnaround time)  

• Time to pay back the customer  

• Quantity and quality of returns (return rate)  

• Scrap rate 

 

Additionally, key performance indicators (KPIs) are used as performance measures 

which can provide the ability to achieve competitive advantages (Banomyong et al., 

2008; Blackburn et al., 2004; Harrison and Van Hoek, 2008; Skjøtt-Larsen et al., 2007). 

The success and implementation of the return process should be continuously monitored 

and analyzed against KPIs such as the turnaround time and inventory accuracy (Li & 

Olorunniwo, 2008). Moreover, there is a greater need for standardization across 

industries (Janse, 2008). From that foundation, benchmarking can occur, driving the 

evolution of the return process to become better equipped. 

 

2.6 Summary and Outcome of Literature Review  
 

From the literature review perception and insight of major outcomes is gained. The 

established academic research emphasizes the importance and value-adding function of 

a return process, whereas most companies are unaware of it. It is understood that the 

return process has implications on retaining value, saving costs, and enhancing 

customer satisfaction. The return process is divided into four main distinct steps: 

receiving, processing, sortation, and disposition. The last three steps are perceived to be 

the most time-consuming ones.  

 

It is identified that the return process is currently not treated separately from the forward 

flow and little responsibility is assigned. Additionally, established standards and 

regulations are lacking, which leads to little transparency. It is acknowledged that 

companies have to decide upon a suitable structure and strategy which is influenced by 

the focus to compete on time or cost. In regards to time, flexibly is becoming an 

important aspect towards gaining a competitive advantage. Research indicates that 

opportunities such as: technologies, outsourcing, and performance measures are not 

fully utilized.  

 

From the knowledge gained by reviewing the literature, the following model (see next 

page, figure 2-9) was developed as a practical aid how to implement an efficient or 
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responsive return process. The "Boomerang Return Model" embodies the product return 

process and how to manage it effectively. The model shows how the product return 

process is generally represented in theory. The aim with this model is to summarize the 

theoretical framework and to identify the main aspects in regards to implementation and 

perception of the product return process. In connection to this, the later performed 

empirical research specifically intends to give insight into the perception and 

implementation of the product return process of Swedish e-retailers.  

 

The model is structured according to three aspects: common barriers, suggestions how 

to implement a return process appropriately and potential achievements. The model can 

be read from the left to the right, explaining how common barriers can be addressed 

with an appropriate return process. An appropriate return process is a return process 

which fits the unique needs of each individual company. The middle section of the 

model can also stand on its own as an implementation guide for the return process. 

Finally on the right side potential achievements are presented. 
 

Figure  2-9: The Boomerang Return Model 
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3 Method 
 

This chapter describes the execution of how the empirical data research was conducted. 

The chosen method intends to answer the purpose through a quantitative study among 

e-retailers in Sweden, closing with a discussion that evaluates this approach.  

 
 

3.1 Identifying the Appropriate Method  
 

To fulfill the purpose of this study, a quantitative method has been chosen. McGrath, 

Martin, and Kukla, (1982, p.70) describes the quantitative research as an external 

approach, comparable with a picture from the bird’s eye of view. On the contrary, 

qualitative research gives an internal view and shows all the details of a intimidate 

picture. In quantitative research variables, reasoning, and perceptions can be identified 

to gain a more general view of the problem. Therefore, a quantitative survey is 

considered to be the optimal method for this study, since the aim is to capture the 

general perception and implementation of the return process. This method will allow the 

discovery of the overall view and practices of the product return process among 

Swedish e-retailers. Scholars argue that traditionally there is a positivistic attitude for 

research within logistics, which is in line with a quantitative approach (Kovács & 

Spens, 2005; Näslund, 2002).  

 

Additionally, Creswell (1998) argues if the research area is unknown with little previous 

experiences, theories and knowledge an inductive approach is better suited. Since 

detailed investigations are required to establish a basic understanding and to grasp the 

research problem. On the contrary, according to Arlbjørn and Halldórsson (2002) and 

Creswell (1998) deductive research works best when carrying out a study that builds on 

established theories, rather than creating new knowledge. In regards to reverse logistics 

one might expect more of an inductive approach since it is a rather new and emerging 

field. However, currently there is already a fundamental state of established theories and 

literature within reverse logistics but there is a lack of empirical data (Stock & Mulki, 

2009). For this reason it is line with the choice to conduct a quantitative survey within 

this research, as theories are already established. Kotzab, Seuring, Muller, and Reiner 

(2005) and Mentzer and Kahn (1995) all agree that quantitative research methods are 

dominating in the area of logistics.  

 

The commitment to gather data using a questionnaire is standard practice within the 

field of business and logistics. Kotzab et al. (2005) and Saunders, Thornhill, and Lewis 

(2009) suggest that engaging in survey research gives the possibility of collecting large 

amount of data in a very practical manner. Larson and Poist (2004) also support the idea 

of using questionnaires especially in the research field of logistics. The study conducted 

by Mentzer and Kahn (1995, p. 241) specifically investigated the usage of 

questionnaires within logistic research. Their findings brought them to the conclusion 

that mail surveys are generally the “methodology of choice in logistics”. Therefore, 

collecting data through an e-mail questionnaire is seen as optimal for this study. 
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3.2 Questionnaire Preparation  
 

3.2.1 Geographical Focus  
 

Early on in the preparation for conducting the questionnaire, the decision about the 

geographical focus needed to be determined. The focus of this study is placed on e-

retailing and Sweden has been considered as an early adopter of e-retailing, resulting in 

a mature industry today. 75% of Swedes are making an online purchase at least every 

six month and every third person is buying at least once in a month (SDh, 2009). 

Therefore, there is great reasoning to carry out research in this particular geographical 

region. In addition to that, there is little research about the product return process within 

e-retailing  in Sweden. This study is motivated to fill this gap and to gather relevant 

empirical data. 

 

3.2.2 Gaining Access to Swedish e-retailers  
 

Svensk Distanshandel (SDh) was contacted to gain access to Swedish e-retailers. It was 

felt that this federation is most suitable, since it is specialized in Swedish online and 

distance selling commerce. This federation was found in 1973 and currently has 224 

members (SDh, 2010). The majority (over 70%) of their members are selling directly to 

customers over the Internet (B2C). Therefore, choosing this federation is regarded as a 

reliable and valid mode to access Swedish e-retailers.  

 

In 2009, the members of Svensk Distanshandel were representing around 50% of the 

total e-retail market share in Sweden. The federation predicted further growth in the 

coming years. Thus, the members of this federation are considered representative of the 

Swedish e-retail industry. Svensk Distanshandel consists of established and widely 

recognized companies as well as small firms and new ventures operating within e-

retailing. The SDh’ members are spread all over Sweden and include various industries 

and company sizes. To become a certified member of Svensk Distanshandel companies 

have to be reputable and customer oriented. SDh’ importance is also recognized outside 

of Sweden as they are an active member of EMOTA (European E-commerce and Mail 

Order Trade Association) (SDh, 2009). 

 

By communicating closely with an employee responsible for educational partnership, 

support was gained. Through this support permission was gained to contact all 

members. Moreover, this contact person provided a personal recommendation on the 

used questionnaire in this study. With this recommendation the questionnaire could be 

perceived with greater creditability. 

 

3.3 Sampling 
 

All registered members of Svensk Distanshandel became the accessible population. In 

total there were 224 registered companies operating as e-retailers. Based on the size of 

the accessible population, the minimum sample size required to perform a statistical 

relevant quantitative analysis was estimated.  
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 Margin of error 

  5% 3% 2% 1% 

Population          

50 44 47 49 50 

100 79 91 96 99 

150 108 132 141 148 

200 132 168 185 196 

250 151 203 226 244 

300 168 234 267 291 

400 196 295 343 384 

500 217 340 414 475 

750 254 440 571 696 

1000 278 516 706 906 

2000 322 696 1091 1655 

 
Table  3-1: Sammple table (Saunders et al., 2009, p.212) 

 

With the help of the sample table (table 3-1) the required sample size was calculated. 

With the population of 224 and the estimated margin of error at the level of 5 % the 

required sample size needs to be between 132 and 151 companies. Therefore, the 50
th

 

percentile was taken, which means that the required sample size needs to be least 140 

companies. Aware of the fact that actual response rates for questionnaires could be low, 

it was decided to use the sample to all 224 companies and thus to the whole population. 

 

3.4 Questionnaire Format  
 

The aim was to create a simple and straightforward questionnaire. Clear instructions 

were placed at the top of the questionnaire including confidentiality statement and 

clarification about the topic. According to Dillman (2000), it is important to put the 

instructions on top of the questionnaire rather than on a separate location, since 

otherwise respondents tend to ignore them. Structuring the questionnaire according to 

demographic data, implementation issues, and perception gives a clear outline. This is 

supported by Bosnjak and Tuten (2001) who suggest that placing the demographic 

questions first, will significantly lower the dropout rate. Introducing the questionnaire 

with the demographic questions is considered as a warm-up, since respondents perceive 

these questions as easy to answer.  

 

A key strategic choice for this questionnaire was to limit the use of the term Reverse 

Logistics. Confronting the reader with a new term could cause unnecessary confusion. 

Therefore, the term was only used very generally at the end of the questionnaire, to find 

out whether respondents are familiar with the term. Another key decision was the choice 

of language. Even though the analysis and discussion has been conducted in English, it 

was chosen to translate the questionnaire into Swedish. Since the population is within 

Sweden, a higher response rate could be expected by translating into Swedish. Great 

importance was placed on the exact wording and translation for each question. Also, 

with the aim of achieving a high response rate, the questionnaire was kept short in 

length. Research has shown that short, web-based surveys with a completion time of 
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around 10 minutes generally have a higher response rate (Crawford, Couper & Lamias, 

2001; Galesic & Bosnjak, 2009). By limiting the questionnaire to 21 questions the 

reader should be able to complete the questionnaire within 10 minutes. This 

questionnaire consists mainly of closed-ended questions with pre-determined answers. 

According to Fink (2003a) pre-determined answers are generally more consistent, 

standardized, and reliable over time, which enables the data to be statistically analyzed. 

Moreover, the questionnaire included five-point-Likert-scale rating questions to capture 

the respondent’s perception regarding the return process. Table 3-2 shows the Likert 

Scale used, where ranking values from 1 to 5 were assigned to adjectives.  

 

Likert Ranking Scale: 

1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 

disagree 

Tend to 

disagree 

Neither agree nor 

disagree 

Tend to 

agree 

Strongly 

agree 

Table  3-2: Likert Scale 

 

Dillman, (2000) suggest that questioning in form of rankings is suitable to evaluate 

attitudes in a statistically relevant way. In addition, Fink (2003a) suggests using a 5-

point scale, since a higher point scale is more suitable for an in-person interview. 

Therefore, this 5-point ranking scale was applied to the perception questions of the 

questionnaire.  

 

Each question had been heavily scrutinized to directly related back to the research 

questions and purpose. The first four questions collect demographic data, followed by 

ten questions which are focusing on the implementation of the product return process 

itself. Finally the last five questions reflect the perception of both the product return 

process and reverse logistics as a whole. Table 3-3 (see next page) depicts an overview 

of the questionnaire and the reasoning behind each question in relation to the purpose 

and research questions. Factors such as: assigned importance, structure, training, 

standardizations are considered to be indicators for the development of the 

implementation of the return process. Moreover, it gives insight which analyses 

approach will be used for each question respectively.  
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Table  3-3: Overview survey questions 

�r  Questionnaire  Questions  Questions gives insight into:  Analysis Method 

 Demographic Data  Demographic Data   

1  How many employees does your company have?  Company size  Descriptive 

2  What is your main job responsibility? Expertise of respondents  Descriptive 

3  Please state your annual sales turnover (SEK)  Company size, preparation for Q.4  Descriptive 

4  What percentage of overall product sales are returned 

annually? (%)  
Return rate, value of  returns  Descriptive 

   Implementation of the Return Process  Implementation   

5  What percentage of your overall warehouse space is used 

for products returns? (%)  
Commitment of resources, assigned 

importance, separation of 

forward/back flow  

Descriptive & 

inferential 

6  How do you handle product returns? (Using a centralized 

return centre or decentralized in-house ) 
Choice of structure and strategy, to 

compete on cost/time  
Descriptive 

7  Do you have a special department in your company only 

responsible for product returns?  
Assigned responsibility, 

commitment of resources, 

separation of forward/back flow, 

assigned importance  

Descriptive 

8  How many hours of training regarding product returns are 

provided to the employees annually?  
Competence of employees, 

commitment of resources, assigned 

importance, development  

Descriptive 

9  Do you have an approved quality-system for product 

return activities according to ISO-standards?   
Development, quality of process, 

standards and regulations, assigned 

importance,  chosen tools  

Descriptive 

10  To what degree are you outsourcing product return 

activities to third parties?  
Development, chosen tools, 

assigned importance, commitment 

of resources, assigned responsibility  

Descriptive 

11  Do you use specific return labeling to identify product 

returns?  
Development, chosen tools, 

assigned importance, commitment 

of resources  

Descriptive 

12  What information is included on a product return label?   Development, chosen tools,  Descriptive 

13  Who is paying for the postage of the product returns?   Development, assigned 

importance, standards and 

regulations  

Descriptive 

14  Are any of those technology based approaches used?   Chosen tools, assigned importance, 

commitment of resources, 

development  

Descriptive 

15  How is time (%) devoted for the following in-house 

product return activities?  
To compete on cost/time, 

development, commitment of 

resources, assigned importance, 

choice of structure and strategy  

Descriptive 

16  How many days does it take from the initial customer’s 

return issue until the problem is solved (money is refund or 

products are replaced)?  

Quality of return process, 

development, assigned importance  
Descriptive 

   Perception of the Return Process  Perception   

17  To what degree do you support this statement? 

Environmental concerns influence the product return 

practices of your company.  

Future trends, development, 

commitment of resources, assigned 

importance,  

Inferential 

18  
 

To what degree do you support this statement? Efficient 

product return process can be profitable to your company. 
Development, assigned importance, 

choice of structure and strategy 

Inferential 

19  To what degree do you support this statement? In the last 

five years there have been many developments and 

changes in the return process.  

 Development, assigned 

importance, future trends  
Inferential 

20  Are you aware of the term “Reverse Logistics”?  Development, assigned importance, 

future trends  
Descriptive 

21  Do you consider to use Reverse Logistic consulting 

services?  
 Development, assigned 

importance, commitment of 

resources, importance, future trends  

Descriptive 
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3.5 Delivery of the Questionnaire  

3.5.1 Preparation for Delivery 

 

The delivery and appearance is an important aspect which plays a large role in how the 

questionnaire is perceived and the data that can be collected. It was crucial to appear 

professional when communicating with the target group. By setting up a dedicated 

email account jibsreverselogistics@gmail.com it ensured that all dialog was directed 

from a central location. The coordination and professionalism improved by using a 

centralized account rather than using personal email accounts. With the decision to have 

a questionnaire with closed-ended questioned a self-administered questionnaire was 

seen as appropriate. Fink (2003a) argues that self-administered surveying is one of the 

most efficient and non-biased techniques of data collection. As this study focuses on the 

e-retailers, it justifies the assumption that all of the population has access to the Internet. 

Thus, it was decided that the best method to deliver the questionnaire was through an 

online platform. According to Dillman (2000) the benefits of online questionnaires 

surpass any other mode for self-administered questionnaire. Evans and Mathur (2005) 

highlight the different strengths of online surveys. The main advantages that were 

attractive of this mode of delivery were speed, convenience, low cost, and ease of 

handling and following up large data sets. 

 

The online platform of www.kwiksurveys.com enables the creation of the questionnaire 

professionally. Various tools were utilized to create a visual appealing and user friendly 

questionnaire. This platform allows communicating in a systematic way. Additionally, 

all raw data was collected and kept organized within the system.  

 

3.5.2 Pre-Test 

 

In order to get feedback for this questionnaire, a pre-test was considered important to 

conduct, before sending out the questionnaire to the entire sample. Following 

suggestions of Fink (2003b) and Rainie and Jansen (2009) the contact person at Svensk 

Distanshandel was asked to randomly select one company that would be the test subject. 

Keeping in line with the confidentiality commitment, the test-subject was kept 

anonymous. A pre-test was carried out in terms of the content of the questionnaire and 

all procedures regarding the delivery. Once the test-subject completed the questionnaire, 

a followed-up telephone interview for a discussion took place. Each individual question 

was scrutinized to clarify understanding and aim. Through the interviewee 

recommendations, insights and adjustments to the content of the questionnaire were 

made. It was suggested that within the questionnaire some clarity was needed in regards 

to the exact meaning of the product return process. Therefore, the meaning of the 

product return process was added and explained in the instructions of the questionnaire. 

Also, it was learned from pre-test interviewee that in Sweden commonly the customer 

has to pay for the return postage. Consequently, the product return rates are significantly 

lower than in other European countries. To take into consideration this new information 

the following question was added: Question 13. Who is paying for the postage of the 

product returns? Additionally, the test subject gave information about Swedish 

practices and standards, such as that the turnaround time is commonly a week. 
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3.5.3 Delivery 

 

After the received feedback and following the advice of Saunders et al. (2009), the pre-

warning email (see appendix 1) was sent out to the entire sample. Sending out this email 

on March 15, 2010, the sample was introduced and prepared to receive the 

questionnaire shortly. It included the recommendation from Svensk Distanshandel and 

the Jönköping University logo to encourage the companies to respond. This influence 

was beneficial to gain support from the members to be surveyed. The pre-warning email 

also included information suggesting an appropriate respondent and it informed about 

the expected timeframe for completion of ten minutes. The researchers Crawford et al. 

advise to let participants know how much time the questionnaire would take. The 

questionnaire was then sent out three days later on March 18, 2010 (see appendix 2) 

 

3.5.4 Reminder 

 

The sample had a ten working day time frame to respond. After this period 29 

completed questionnaires were received. To be able to conduct a statistical relevant 

analysis, a reminder was sent to enhance the response rate. Five days after the first 

deadline, on April 6, 2010 a friendly reminder was sent to all the companies that had not 

responded yet (see appendix 4). Kittleson (1997) found that sending out a follow-up 

email reminder could double the response rate. Again the companies were asked to 

respond to the questionnaire within the next ten working days.  

 

3.5.5 Responses 

 

After the reminder was sent out, six more responses were received, which lead to a total 

response of 35 companies. In is noticed that all the companies who responded had less 

than 50 employees and thus are in a consistent size category. Overall a total respond rate 

of approximately 16% of this entire sample was achieved. Deutskens, de Ruyter, 

Wetzels, and Oosterveld, (2004) concluded in their study about online questionnaires 

that a response rate about 20% is common. 

 

Although 16% is considered to be a rather low response rate, it was decided to abstain 

from sending out more than one reminder. The reasoning behind this decision was that 

the contact person was named on the survey as a personal recommendation. In total the 

companies were contacted three times (pre-warning, questionnaire and reminder). It was 

felt that sending out more reminders could leave a negative association, which risked 

inconvenient feedback for the Svensk Distanshandel contact person. By this it was 

aimed to insure that companies did not feel harassed with too many emails.  

 

3.5.6 Evaluation of Responses 

 

The number of collected responses represents sufficient and reliable information. The 

whole population only consists of 224 companies of different sizes and thus the entire 

population was used as the sample. Especially since the respondents were consistently 

small companies with fewer than 50 employees, it makes this research reliable for this 
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size category. This implies that out of a population consisting of mixed sized companies 

only a specific and narrowed category was captured. Therefore, the actual population of 

only small sized companies within the entire population is expected to be even lower 

than 224. Hence, conclusion for small sized companies, which is defined in this 

research as companies under 50 employees, was drawn. With having a large enough 

proportion of consistent answers it is statistically valid to make generalization 

(Rouncefield, 1997). The analysis and the conclusion drawn from this study will be only 

valid for small sized e-retailers. However, general conclusions for the entire population 

of Svensk Distanshandel, including larger companies cannot be made.  

 

3.6 Dealing with ,on-Responses  
 

Non-responses may occur due to several reasons. Those surveyed, might not have time 

to fill in the questionnaire or they just refuse to do so. Furthermore, respondents tend to 

skip answering questions, where they are unsure about an answer.  

 

There are several strategies within statistics to address non-responses (Aczel & 

Sounderpandian, 2009). The first approach is to draw a conclusion which is only 

relevant to respondents. The second option is to assume that non-respondents would 

answer similarly and generalize the conclusion to the whole population. If there are 

large proportions of non-respondents the researchers should make a conservative 

conclusion. For this research conservative conclusions are most suitable, since large 

sized companies did not respond. Therefore, this size category cannot be included for 

generalizations.   

 

Aczel and Sounderpandian (2009) emphasize the importance of examining non-

respondents and suggest increasing the sampling effort. In order to evaluate the non-

response bias of this study and to widen the sample size, reminders were sent out (see 

section 3.5.4). By comparing the respondents, who answered to the reminder with those 

who answered to the actual questionnaire, no significant differences were noticed. This 

shows that the non-response bias is rather low.  

 

3.7 Approach to the Analysis 
 

To be able to get a whole picture of the implementation process and perception both 

descriptive and inferential statistics were used. Descriptive statistics are used to describe 

the basic characteristics of the collected data. While inferential statistics are used to 

analysis the perception questions in a statically relevant manner. By conducting a study 

that included both descriptive and inferential statistics enabled the analysis to be 

diversified and shows statistical relevancy through various approaches (Trochim, 2006). 

In table 3-3, the questions have been labeled according to their analysis approach. 

 

For this quantitative analysis it is considered to be appropriate to combine the result and 

analysis section. This decision is justified by the aim to comprehend the implications of 

each individual question in regards to the purpose and research questions. Each 

individual result is presented and directly analyzed for constant clarity and conciseness. 

To further increase the clarity, the number of respondents for each question was noted 

prior to the analysis.  
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3.7.1 Descriptive statistics 
 

Descriptive statistics enables the establishment of foundational knowledge as a basis for 

further research Trochim (2006). The main analysis of this questionnaire is of 

descriptive nature, since there is little empirical data so far focused on Sweden.  

For descriptive analysis the calculation of measures such the central tendency and the 

dispersion is used when appropriate. To measure the central tendency of the data the 

mean was used to show the average. For calculating dispersion the standard deviation 

was chosen since it is the most precise estimate of dispersion according to Trochim 

(2006). To generalize the outcome from yes and no answers, it is preferable to have a 

proportion of consistent answers. For example with a sample size of 30 respondents 

there should be at least 21 positive answers to be able to say that the majority of 

population agrees with the statement (Rouncefield, 1997). 

 

3.7.2 Inferential statistics 

3.7.2.1 The Sign Test 
 

To test the perception statements for this research the Sign Test has been chosen. The 

Sign Test is appropriate when the data is not normally distributed, there is a suspicion 

that it is not symmetric and when it is presented in ranks (Aczel & Sounderpandian, 

2009).The collected data of the perception questions (17, 18, 19, as seen in table 3-3) 

fits all this criteria. With the small number of responses received, it is assumed that the 

collected data is not normally distributed and it is asymmetric. Furthermore, as can be 

seen in appendix 2, specific questions of the questionnaire are presented in form of 

ranks. Since this research is not based on paired-observations, the Sign-test procedure 

was adapted to test for the median of a single population. Based on the outcomes of the 

literature review, assumptions were formed and expressed as expected medians 

corresponding to the used ranking scale (see table 3-2). The Sign Test will be only 

carried out for questions 17, 18 and 19.  

 

After deciding upon null and alternative hypothesis statement the test was implemented 

in the following way. The null hypothesis (H0) always expresses a general statement 

while the alternative hypothesis (Ha) states the opposite (Aczel & Sounderpandian, 

2009). Additionally the median is needed to conduct the Sign Test. The median is a 

measure of location that divides the sample on the 50
th

 percentile (Aczel & 

Sounderpandian, 2009). Below the procedure for performing the Sign Test of H0 is 

presented. 

 

1. In the first step the median is subtracted from each observation:  

Di=Xi-a, where Di stands for the difference, Xi for the recorded observation and 

a for the assumed median. 

2. Then compute Y (number of positive differences) and omit all the differences 

equal to 0. 

3. In the next step Y is compared with the p-value from a cumulative binominal 

distribution table (see appendix 10) to decide whether to reject H0. 

4. Reject the null hypothesis if the p-value is less than α (alpha). All hypothesis 

tests will be performed on a 5% level of alpha.  
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3.7.2.2 The linear regression model 
 

In the analysis for question five, a simple linear regression model is conducted to 

investigate whether there is a relationship between the product return rate and the 

assigned amount of warehouse space. The simple linear regression model is appropriate 

to describe a relationship between two variables. More specific it indicates if there is a 

relationship between a dependent and independent variable (Aczel & Sounderpandian, 

2009). In the first step of creating a simple linear regression model the dependent and 

independent variables are selected. Then the model parameters from the random sample 

of data should be estimated (Aczel & Sounderpandian, 2009).  

Aczel and Sounderpandian (2009) state that in a simple linear relationship it is assumed 

that the independent variable X is fixed and that the randomness only comes from the 

value of X. This assumption is rather simplified and thus can give bias to the outcome. 

To ensure that the result is indeed reliable it is advised to conduct a correlation analysis 

(Aczel & Sounderpandian, 2009).  

In a correlation analysis the previous assumption is relaxed by assuming that both 

independent and dependent variable are random variables (Aczel & Sounderpandian, 

2009). If the two variables move together they are highly correlated. The population 

correlation coefficient ‘p’ is a measure that indicates the degree of correlation between 

two variables and can assign any value between -1 and 1 (Aczel & Sounderpandian, 

2009). The closer the value of correlation to 1or -1 the better two variables move 

together. p=0 indicates that there is no correlation between two variables. If the value of 

population correlation coefficient is unknown a sample correlation coefficient which 

also calls Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient is used (Aczel & 

Sounderpandian, 2009). 

To decide whether the sample correlation coefficient can be a true correlation 

coefficient, p hypothesis testing should be conducted. In the null hypothesis it states that 

there is no correlation between two population variables whiles the alternative 

hypothesis it states the opposite to the null hypothesis assumption. The test statistics (t) 

for this test is represented in the formula below (Aczel & Sounderpandian, 2009, p. 

432). 

��� − 2� = �
	�1 − ���

� − 2
 

Where n is the sample size and r is the sample correlation coefficient. The critical point 

for a t-distribution with some degrees of freedom and α=0.05 can be found in the table 

of appendix 11. If the value of the test statistics lies inside the rejection area, the null 

hypotheses should be rejected (Aczel & Sounderpandian, 2009). 

 

3.8 The Quality of the Method  
 

Conducting research in such an emerging field of study, presents challenges when it 

comes to drawing on foundational conclusions. The Boomerang Return Model presents 

the current state of literature in regards to the return process and provides groundwork 
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for this study. The aim of the model is to summarize the theoretical framework and to 

set a basis for future research. With the chosen method to conduct a quantitative online 

questionnaire, it is investigated whether the theoretical model applies in practice. Based 

on the model, the content of the questionnaire was determined. Applying the 

Boomerang Return Model to Swedish e-retailers was an opportunity to gather data from 

an unexplored and fast developing industry. For the research to be respected by peers, a 

strong sense of credibility is needed. Hence, factors such as generalizability, validity, 

reliability, and dependability are considered and help to add integrity. 

 

3.8.1 Generalizability 
 

A main goal of research is to produce knowledge and insightful findings. 

Generalizability implies that survey results can be applied outside the initial population 

(Fink, 2003b). As this study surveyed the population of Svensk Distanshandel, which is 

considered to be representative for the Swedish e-retail industry, a mild generalizability 

of the results outside the population is reasonable. As this study is only applicable for 

small e-retailers, it is considered to have a limited degree of external validity. This 

according to Fink (2003b) is when survey results can be regarded as true outside the 

initially surveyed population. Cooperating with Svensk Distanshandel enabled the 

access to a large number of various sized and industry wide companies from a regarded 

federation. Although, results are not generalizable for companies over 50 employees it 

still creates valuable knowledge on a national scale. Additionally, this research can be 

beneficial as a foundation for future research in this field.  

 

3.8.2 Validity  
 

Another vital aspect when conducting research is that what is intended to be 

accomplished should be achieved. Fink (2003b) describes validity as the ability to 

measure whether the intention of research is accomplished. The initial aim of the 

research should be consistent with the final conclusion in order to support the researches 

validity. 

 

The validity of this research is threatened by the limitation solely to e-retailers within 

Svensk Distanshandel. E-retailers outside of this federation might operate within 

different standards and regulations. Although this limitation is present, it is felt that 

Svensk Distanshandel provides a strong representation of the e-retail population in 

Sweden. As the federation encompasses all industries, product types, and company 

sizes, the findings of this research should have credibility for e-retailers outside the 

federation for this size category. Moreover, the validity could be doubtful because of the 

influence of internationalization, which results in cross-border activities. Since the 

research is focused on Sweden the existence of international daughter-companies, 

headquarters or return operations could bias the results. Therefore, the questionnaire 

asked to only consider return operations performed in Sweden, to highlight this critical 

aspect.  

 

Additionally, there is a linguistic threat against this work through possible 

misinterpretation that comes from translating the questionnaire from English to 

Swedish. Terminology could be presented differently once translated, as each question 
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could be perceived differently in the context of another language. This could affect the 

interpretation of the questions and thus have impacts on the results. To minimize this 

risk, great effort was put into making the translation as precise as possible with the help 

of native speakers. 

 

A final threat against this research could be the choice and order of questions. If the 

questions were placed in a different order, different results could have occurred. 

Therefore, the questionnaire started with easy questions to reduce the drop-out rate 

through a gentle introduction. Also, the choice of content of the specific questions asked 

could have influenced the results. In this way, asking clear questions gives little room 

for complex answers and eases the interpretation.  

 

Validity could also have been compromised since some respondents did not answer all 

the questions in the survey. Even though the questionnaire was short in length, many 

company skipped some questions. There is the possibility that their decision to answer 

all questions was constrained by time. However, it was recognized that particularly 

question 12, 14, and 15 were often skipped. There is the likelihood that those specific 

questions were irrelevant to firms or that firms had difficulties to understand them. 

 

Furthermore, the pre-test subject gave valuable insight which affected the survey 

creation. One could question that if a different pre-test subject was randomly selected 

their suggestions could have impacted the content of the questionnaire and the data 

collected. Such threats could not be avoided and the influence they had on the validity is 

optimistically minimal.  

 

The validity of this research is assured. The initial aim of this study is to investigate the 

implementation and perception of Swedish e-retailers, which is consistent with our 

drawn conclusion. Although the conclusion is limited only to small sized companies it 

still represents a narrow defined category of Swedish e-retailers and thus the purpose is 

fulfilled.  

 

3.8.3  Reliability  
 

Reliability gauges the ability for future researchers to conduct similar studies with the 

expectation of achieving comparable findings. Given that, it is quite possible to 

reach agreement in terms of the concluded ideas and concepts. Saunders et al. (2009) 

expresses reliability as the capability that collected data for one particular method in one 

study, will be comparable to the results using an equal method in another study. The 

simple concept of repeatedly conducting the same research and producing consistent 

results every time demonstrates a very high level of reliability (Saunders et al. 2009).  

Factors that can be of risk against reliability are: participation error, participant bias, 

observer errors, and observer bias (Saunders et al. 2009).  

Participant errors are abnormal responses of the participants, when they are put in 

unusual situation (Saunders et al. 2009). In this research the error could occur due to the 

inconvenient timing for sending out the questionnaire. The survey was delivered two 

weeks before the official Easter holidays, when some companies might have been 
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confronted with a heavy workload, which is a stress situation. To minimize this error a 

time frame of ten working days for filling out the questionnaire was established. By 

doing this, companies received the opportunity to complete the survey when it was 

convenient to them.  

The participant bias arises when participant gives deliberately dishonest answers 

(Saunders et al., 2009). To minimize this error the decision to conduct an anonymous 

questionnaire was made. 

The observer errors are mistakes that researchers make, for instance due to fatigue 

(Saunders et al., 2009). The observer error in this research is considered to be low, due 

to the fact that all three authors reviewed the collected results. 

Lastly, the observer bias arises when the researchers on purpose indicates imprecise 

results to distort the outcome of survey (Saunders et al., 2009). To avoid this bias, all 

authors analyzed the data together.  

 

Working with both primary data (questionnaire results) and secondary data (previous 

research) brings reliability into this work. Selecting reliable literature that was highly 

cited created this foundation. Also, once a regarded scholar was identified, reviewing 

several published relevant work assisted in gauging the trustworthiness of their work. 

Blackburn et al. (2004), Li and Olorunniwo (2008), Rogers and Tibben-Lembke (1999, 

2001, 2002), Skjøtt-Larsen et al. (2007), Stock (1996, 1997, 1998, 2001), and Stock and 

Mulki (2009) were regarded scholars frequently cited in the literature review. The 

development of the frame of reference was built on long established as well as recent 

literature to ensure relevancy. The frame of reference was gathered mainly from books 

and academic journals. This helps to ensure that only creditable sources were used. The 

questionnaire was initially orientated on Stock and Mulki’s 2009 research. Using a 

similar approach as regarded scholars has the ability to help to achieve own work 

reliability. 

 

When reviewing the literature the heavy prevalence of American research was noticed. 

With this study being focused on Sweden this might not be as suitable. The business 

environments, standards, practices, and working perceptions can be drastically different 

depending on geographical location. Therefore, it was important that the literature 

review was not solely influenced by the works of American principles or values.  In the 

instance of America, where much of the current research in product returns is taking 

place, returning a product is perceived differently (Rubio et al. 2006). Eager customers 

know that they can buy whatever they want with the knowledge that they can always 

easily return it at no cost. Return polices in Sweden are not as generous and the culture 

is brought up with limited leniently in terms of returns. Historically Scandinavia has 

been involved with the return process generally from more environmental perspective 

(Anderson & Huge Brodin, 2005; Blumberg, 1999; Jahre, 1995). 
 

A way to achieve relevancy within the literature review was sourcing studies from 

outside America. Sourcing articles that gave a European perspective, helped to maintain 

a more legitimate and valid awareness of the current position of reverse logistics and the 

product return process specifically.  
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3.8.4 Dependability 
 

An important element to consider when studying the perception of humans is that they 

are not always consistent (O’Leary, 2004). As the questionnaire was answered by one 

individual representing the company, dependability is challenged. Two employees of 

the same company could have submitted different data as their individual human 

perceptions are different. The study strived to get an appropriate contact person for each 

company, with a suitable background. However, many companies only provided a 

customer service contact, thus the chance that an inappropriate employee could have 

responded increased. As a significant part of this thesis is to gauge the perception, there 

is the risk that each respondent has a different internal measurement scale. Meaning 

when asked the same question, and even having the same feeling towards the answers, 

two respondents might answer with different levels of emotion. Since it is generally due 

to their own personal view about the subject. 
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2. What is your main job
Companies responded: 35
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r annual sales turnover (SEK)  

31 

turnover is 26 MSEK. Figure 4-3 visualizes tha

nual turnover, which ranges from 600,000 SEK u
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ard deviation.  The standard deviation of the 

is considered extremely high. This question is 
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Figure  4-5: Devoted warehouse 
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to be low. By comparison, in the studies of Ameri

Lembke (2001) the customer returns for general m

roximately 6%. The reasoning behind such a low p

that in Sweden commonly the customer pays th

is in line with the insight gained from the pre

w it was mentioned that in Sweden commonly cust

ulting in hesitation to return a product. Although

seems to be small, the real value of product returns

ince the average of total sales was found to be 26 M

 would result in a value of 884000 SEK for return

ct returns justifies the implementation of an efficie

ly competitive e-retail industry, saving costs and 

, especially for small firms. A small profit in

your overall warehouse space is used for pro
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use space devoted solely for product returns varies

he average warehouse space is 2.1% with a stan

prising outcome, since American studies have s

75% of their warehouse space for product returns

considered that America might differ from the Eu

s just one channel of retailing. Still, 2.1% in compa

tcome could be that small companies might have

are hesitant to devote space on stocking pro

e deeply, a linear regression model was conducte
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Figure  4-6: Warehouse space 

 

As seen in figure 4-6, there is a relatively weak linear relationship between the 

percentage of product returns and the warehouse space devoted to them. In the raw data 

table (see appendix 5), the numbers relevant to the relationship analysis are indicated in 

blue. To statistically support the shown relationship in the graph, the sample correlation 

coefficient (Pearson correlation coefficient) r of 0.598033 was calculated using Excel.  

Aczel and Sounderpandian (2009) confirm that this is an appropriate method to test 

linear relationship between variables. 

 

This calculated coefficient is only valid for the collected sample. However, to be able to 

generalize, the population correlation coefficient hypothesis test was conducted.  

 

H0: p=0  (The null hypothesis states there is no correlation) 

Ha: p≠0  (In the alternative hypothesis it is assumed that there is a correlation) 

p= population correlation coefficient 
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=3.499842 

 

The table in appendix 11, shows the critical points for t with 22 degrees of freedom and 

alpha= 0.05 which indicates a value of ± 2.07. That means the rejection area lies below -

2.07 or above +2.07. Since the calculated t-value is 3.499842 and lies in the rejection 

area, H0 will be rejected, which states that there is no correlation. The rejection confirms 

that there is a correlation between product returns and the devotion of warehouse space, 

although it is weak.  

 

Thus, even if the product return rate is increasing it only minimally affects the 

warehouse space devoted for product returns. The result demonstrates that companies 

might not recognize the opportunity to save costs through an efficient product returns 

process. 25% of the companies indicated that they do not devote any separate 

warehouse space for product returns. Therefore, it is recognized that there is a lack of 

warehouse space devoted to product returns. 
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tes that small companies are not placing enough i

ey have so few returns that the development of a
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bined facility for the forward and reverse produc

ven in a combined facility devotion of warehou

tation of the Product Return Activities 

dle product returns? 
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ests that a decentralized structure is the best pra

gs of this research indicate that it is also the appro
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compared to a centralized approach. However, i
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. Despite the higher costs per item, for small co
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Responsiveness and flexibility are key elemen

However, it should be noted that this questi

anies having different product types. Thus, it is 

e might be inappropriate for small companies.  

roach is commonly used in the forward flow it can

 in the reverse chain (Banomyong et al., 2008). 

through a lean, centralized structure the value of the

not in line with the outcome of this study, since 

e a centralized approach as appropriate and valua

ces and capabilities it is difficult to justify the high 

. The finding in questions 4 shows that on av

is equal to 3.4%. Due to the low return rate, t

s might struggle to capitalize on efficiency. Given

nomies of scale through a centralized structure 

eturns. Therefore, it is recognized that small sized

decentralized approach, regardless of the product ty

ers of the questionnaire indicated that still 30% ad

ced that mainly larger companies with higher re

centralized structure is connected to a lean app

en & Agrawal, 1999).  

handle return activities for small sized companie

ird party (Blumberg, 1999). By outsourcing also 

 adapt to a cost-efficient, lean supply chain strate
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 do not treat product returns separate from the forw

at little importance is placed on the product return

eneral. On the other hand, small companies could 

partment structure is so limited, that a separate 

 

 along with previous finding in this study the imp

s are exposed to financial hurdles and a lack of reso

 gained impression that small companies indeed m

 and commitments of resources, as structuring 

, (2005) found similar outcomes in their res

ed with greater financial hurdles. Therefore, for 

difficult to justify. 

rs (2009), and Stock and Mulki (2009) strongly arg

y of personnel or a department dedicated to th

of this study shows that responsibility is not clearly

department. This is in line with Saeed et al. (2003)

ndefined responsibility is common in practice.

erform return activities next to other operations. 

ility, employees might have limited interest an

rn process. Though, for companies having a hig

ned responsibility is essential (Rogers & Tibben-Le

rs of training regarding product returns are 
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ation 

question great variations among the answers were
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ing product returns, whereas 14% of the companies
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Therefore, the results of t
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Figure  4-10: ISO Standards  
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ix hours annually. Hence, the majority (79%) prov

ining. The questionnaire outcome gives a standard

w outstanding amounts of 20 hours are affecting

accordingly. Therefore, the decision was made to c

 chosen amount. The mode is two hours of training

ssion is that small companies place little importan

 do provide training. Two hours is not considered m

es it might be sufficient, since they tend to have

 in a decentralized structure training is needed to p

competence to make decisions regarding processi

e (Blackburn et al., 2004). The outcome of this s

ies are aware of the fact that training is needed.  

ts of this question are consistent with the view of

est that training is needed to fully capitalize the va

return process. Additionally, Rogers and Tibben

 lack of training and education is a significant hur

d the return process specifically. Thus, Swedish e

urdle.  

 approved quality-system for product return act
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at the majority has little standards and regulations

outcome is in line with Stock and Mulki (2009) w
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 process. In addition to this those authors found

tle transparency and costs are likely hidden. 
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the condition of the retu

identified that small Sw

However, the outcome of
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questions in this study. It supports the view that

on towards the return process. Without standards

performance measurements cannot be utilized and 

uffer. Performance measurements are essential in 

ality of operations. Standards also help to provide 

lly where operations are very complex and demand

ntralized structure regulations and standards are re

e returned product correctly Norek (2002). In q

ll Swedish e-retailers often commit to a decent

me of this question in line with theory, gives the

ap the full benefits of a decentralized structure 

 and Mulki (2009) believe that the use of standa

as more and more firms will value and implement

edish e-retailers still have great room for improve

ards for the return process. 
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ell (1999) it could have been assumed that outsour

lers, but this study demonstrates that this is not tru

nsistent with findings from this study (question 6)
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ment section of the questionnaire.  
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 straightforward process for location space, time 

n label could be classified as a method for implem

tioned, standards are vital to ensure a high and 

dish e-retailers have not fully comprehended this. 

ion is included on a product return label?  
ed: 25 
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rpretation.  
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 about the reason of the return. After customer n

equently asked information.  

84% of the retailers are not including informati

rn label (see appendix 6 - orange). This is similar

ds to allocation of separate warehouse space. Both
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4.3 Perception 
 

As human perceptions are rather inconsistent (O’Leary, 2004) inferential statistics give 

the possibility to capture perception in a statistical way. Therefore, it was decided to 

prove the perception statements through hypothesis testing.  
 

 
17. To what degree do you support this statement? Environmental concerns 
influence the product return practices of your company.  
Companies responded: 35 

 
Likert Ranking Scale 1  2  3  4  5  

 Strongly 

disagree 

Tend to 

disagree 

Neither agree 

nor disagree 
Tend to agree 

Strongly 

agree 

,umber of companies 
responded 

6 5 6 10 8  

Table  4-2: Results of environmental concerns 

 

As can be seen in table 4-2, the majority of 18 companies agree that they are influenced 

by environmental concerns. Whereas, 6 companies are neutral and 11 companies 

disagree with this statement.  

 

According to Dowlatshahi (2000) in recent years environmental concerns started to 

influence companies return practices. Thus, it is assumed that the whole population of 

Swedish e-retailers will tend to agree with the statement. This implies that the median 

should be equal or greater than 4. 

 

H0: m≥4 (Companies practices are influenced by environmental concerns) 

Ha: m<4 (Companies practices are not influenced by environmental concerns) 
 

Discarding the 10 differences equal to zero (see appendix 7) the sample size (n) will be 

reduced to 25. Out of this sample size it is observed that the number of positive signs is 

5. To carry out the statistical hypothesis test the binominal table (appendix 10) is used. 

The table shows when p=0.5 (probability) and n=25 (sample size) the point Y=8 

(positive signs) corresponds to a tail probability of 0.054 (p-value). The p-value is 

greater than alpha=0.05 thus H0 cannot be rejected. Consequently, companies tend to 

agree that environmental concerns influence their product return process. 

 

Therefore, this study agrees with Dowlatshahi (2000) that environmental concerns 

influence companies return practices. This shows that there is a future trend towards 

corporate responsibilities. The result is also in line with Janse (2008) who argues that 

companies use reverse logistics to demonstrate environmentally friendly efforts. It is 

noticed that small Swedish e-retailers commit to an environmentally conscious attitude 

and might have the ability to turn it into a competitive advantage. As Norek (2002) 

suggests that such an environmentally friendly attitude can positively influence 

customer buying behavior. Therefore, companies who are early adopters of this 

conscious mindset can achieve a competitive advantage, similar to the context of a ‘first 

mover advantage’.  
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18. To what degree do you support this statement? Efficient product return 
process can be valuable to your company.  
Companies responded: 35  

 
Likert Ranking Scale 1  2  3  4  5  

 Strongly 

disagree 

Tend to 

disagree 

Neither agree 

nor disagree 
Tend to agree 

Strongly 

agree 

,umber of companies 
responded 

2 10 4 14 5  

Table  4-3: Results of the perception of the return process 

 

The results in table 4-3 show that the majority of 19 companies have the opinion that an 

efficient return process is valuable. On the contrary 12 companies do not perceive such 

a process as valuable and 4 were neutral  

 

According to the article from Norek (2002) an efficient product return process can be 

valuable to a company. It is theoretically acknowledged that a return process enables to 

recapture value, since the amount of otherwise scrapped products is reduced (Sadler, 

2007). Thus, it is assumed that the whole population of Swedish e-retailers will tend to 

agree with the statement. This implies that the median should be equal or greater than 4.  

 

H0: m≥4 (Companies perceive an efficient return process as valuable) 

Ha: m<4 (Companies perceive an efficient return process as not valuable) 

 

Discarding the 14 differences equal to zero (see appendix 8) the sample size (n) will be 

reduced to 21. Out of this sample size it is observed that the number of positive signs is 

5. From the binominal table (appendix 10) it is found that the p-value is to be between 

0.021 and 0.002. Since the p-value is less than alpha H0 is rejected. Consequently, 

companies do not tend to agree that an efficient product return process can be valuable 

to companies. 

 

The statistical hypothesis test arrives at a different conclusion to previous opinions from 

the sample. Thus, the sample does not represent the perception for the whole 

population. This result is surprising, as companies clearly undermine the value that can 

result from an efficient return process. Again, this is supportive with previous findings 

from the questionnaire that small e-retailers lack the awareness and importance of the 

return process. Since companies do not perceive an efficient return process as valuable, 

this research arrives at a different conclusion than Norek (2002) and Sadler (2007). 

 

The reason why small e-retailers do not perceive an efficient return process as valuable 

could be that they receive too few returned products to comprehend the advantages. In 

general, the collected data indicates that companies with a higher return rate tend to 

perceive an efficient return process as more valuable than companies with a lower 

return rate. Therefore, it could be believed that the greater the return rate, the more clear 

the value of an efficient return process can be perceived.  

 

Another reason why companies do not perceive the return process as valuable, could be 

that employees have a negative association with returned products, which has been 

recognized in research by Tibben-Lembke and Rogers (2002) as cannibalization. 
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Returned products often sell at a discount which result in less sales of more profitable 

new products. Therefore, returned products are associated with a loss of sales and affect 

the motivation of employees to establish the return process, since they try to assign little 

importance on returned products.  

 

Rogers and Tibben-Lembke (1999) state that the return process is the final interaction 

firms have with their customer and it is an opportunity to surpass customer’s 

expectations. Thus, by understanding customer needs and utilizing this valuable 

information, customer loyalty can be gained through a tailored return processes. Since 

Swedish e-retailers tend not to value an efficient return process, they might miss the 

opportunity to gain greater customer satisfaction and loyalty. Especially for e-retailers 

who solely trade online, customer loyalty is important. Therefore, Swedish e-retailers 

should acknowledge the value of a return process. Until a company is not actively 

implementing a return process it will be hard for them to grasp the real value of the 

operation.  

 

 
19. To what degree do you support this statement? In the last 5 years there have 
been developments/changes of the return process.  
Companies responded: 35  

 
Likert Ranking Scale 1  2  3  4  5  

 Strongly 

disagree 

Tend to 

disagree 

Neither agree 

nor disagree 
Tend to agree 

Strongly 

agree 

,umber of companies 
responded 

4 8 6 13 4 

Table  4-4: Results of experienced developments 

 

The majority of 17 companies witnessed changes in the last five years in regards to the 

development of the product return process. 12 of the companies had the opposite view, 

and 6 respondents were neutral (table 4-4).   

 

Janse (2008) suggest that in recent years there has been a development of the product 

return process. Thus, it is expected that the whole population of Swedish e-retailers also 

witnessed changes and therefore it is assumed that the expected median should be equal 

to or greater than 4.  

 

H0: m≥4 (Companies witnessed developments/changes in the return process) 

Ha: m<4 (Companies witnessed no developments/changes in the return process)  

 

Discarding the 13 differences equal to zero (see appendix 9) the sample size will be 

reduced to 22. Out of this sample size it is observed that the number of positive signs is 

4. To carry out the statistical hypothesis test, the binominal table in appendix 10 is used. 

It is found that for p=0.5 and n=22 that the point Y=4 correspond to p-value between 

0.006 and 0.000. Thus, p-value is less than alpha=0.05 thus H0 is rejected. The 

companies have not seen changes in the return process in the last five years.  

 

After conducting the statistical hypothesis test different results were found in 

comparison to the collected data from the sample. Thus, the sample does not represent 

the perception for the whole population. This results contradicts the finding from Janse 
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4.4 Model modifications 
 

After analyzing the empirical findings, the initial Boomerang Return Model was 

modified. The first version of the model was created in the mindset to be suitable for all 

sized companies. Since the empirical data is only valid for small sized companies under 

50 employees, the decision was made to develop a specialized return model reflective 

for small sized e-retailers. The modified Boomerang Return Model incorporates the 

findings of this study and considerations for an appropriate implementation of the return 

process.  

 

Figure  4-20: Modified Boomerang Return Model for small companies 

 

The modified model (figure 4-20) has the same outline as the previous Boomerang 

Return Model. However, the new model indicates main adaptations for the 

implementation of an appropriate product return process for small sized e-retailers. 

Changes are highlighted in bold, whereas the unchanged aspects are still relevant for 

small sized companies.  
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4.4.1 Barriers 

 

It is identified that small Swedish e-retailers have particular barriers such as a low 

product return rates and the likelihood of limited resources. These barriers hinder the 

motivation to pay attention to the return process. Due to the possibility of financial 

constraints a shared facility is recommended for the forward and reverse product flow, 

but the processes, resources, and responsibility should be clearly assigned. 

 

This study has noticed that small e-retailers have adequate training. Therefore, an 

adjustment has been made in the Boomerang Return Model to remove training as an 

implementation barrier. However, when improving the return process it should be 

considered that there will be a greater need for education and training. 

Additionally, it is recognized in this study that small Swedish e-retailers underuse 

technology. Therefore, it is advisable to introduce appropriate and inexpensive 

technology to improve the process. Simple technologies such as EDI, bar-codes, 

computerized processing and return labels enable easier and faster handling of product 

returns. It is important to highlight that it would be unnecessary for small sized 

companies to invest in their own software development. Instead they should make use 

of already acknowledged or established methods. At the same time, technology can be 

used to track costs and measure performance. Such information as the turnaround-time 

enables the improvement of internal performance and cost savings, which helps to 

overcome financial constraints.  

 

4.4.2 The Return Process 

 

Overall, small e-retailers mainly preferred a decentralized structure over a centralized 

one. It is interpreted that due to high initial investments, small companies cannot afford 

to own a centralized facility. Moreover, a centralized structure is in line with a lean 

approach that can result in economies of scale. Since small Swedish e-retailers 

experience a low product return rate economies of scale are rather unattainable.  

 

Although, there is the option to handle product returns efficiently through outsourcing, 

few companies utilize this opportunity. It is comprehend, that a decentralized structure 

or outsourcing is most suitable for small companies with limited demand, resources, and 

capabilities. Also, when performing a decentralized approach there is great potential to 

increase responsiveness, since it is consistent with an agile strategy. Additionally, a 

decentralized structure can be better utilized with more standards and training. These 

standards are needed to enhance transparency, enable benchmarking, and increase 

industry competition. 

 

It is suggested that small companies should focus on improving the most time-

consuming operations of the return process. Therefore, the activity of disposition is 

removed from the model as it was found not to be time-consuming for small Swedish e-

retailers. Disposition is still considered an important activity which needs to be 

performed, but small e-retailers should devote more time on the other activities. 

Resources should be assigned respectively and with justification. If there is a complex 

disposition needed, outsourcing could be utilized. 

 



 4  Results and Analysis  P a g e  | 62 

 

Moreover, it is recognized that outsourcing is rarely considered by small firms, although 

it could greatly contribute to an efficient return process. Especially, for those firms that 

have higher return rates, outsourcing should be considered. Therefore, it was decided to 

move the aspect of outsourcing from the supportive strategic tools towards the 

implementation stage in the model. For small companies outsourcing might not be 

supportive but rather a key option to implement an appropriate return process. 

Outsourcing provides an opportunity to handle product returns efficiently without 

having a high initial investment. It is also advisable for firms who lack expertise to use 

reverse logistics consulting services.  

 

4.4.3 Achievements 

 

By implementing an appropriate return process, small sized companies can maximize 

the benefits of the return process. By focusing on the core steps of the return process the 

justifiable allocation of resources to the most-time consuming operations can be 

achieved. Through the utilization of simple and inexpensive tools the return process can 

be improved and monitored.  

 

With the assistance of the Boomerang Return Model this study strives to guide small e-

retailers to successfully implement an appropriate product return process. 

 

In other words: By being prepared, one will have the ability to catch the boomerang 

confidentially when it returns. 
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5 Conclusions 
 

This final chapter draws conclusions towards the current implementation and 

perception of the product return process of small Swedish e-retailers. Finally future 

research suggestions are offered. 

 
 

By studying and analyzing the return process of Swedish e-retailers, valuable insight in 

regards to the purpose and the research questions were found. It is important to 

emphasize that the insight gained is specifically valid for small e-retailers in Sweden. 

We identified in this study that Swedish e-retailers do not effectively implement the 

product return process and that the return process is generally not perceived as valuable.  

 

We want to highlight that there is no right approach to handle product returns, instead 

companies need to customize the return process to what they feel is appropriate in 

regards to their needs and constrains. As we identified, the choice of structure is not 

only influenced by product type, but also by barriers such as a low return rate and 

limited resources. We recognized in this study that when the return rate increases, the 

motivation to implement an efficient return process increases as well.  

 

5.1 Implementation 
 

This study shows that small e-retailers receive a rather limited amount of product 

returns. Thus, having a small product return rate, companies seem to identify a limited 

need for implementing and improving the return process. However, it is theoretically 

acknowledged that the implementation of such a process is valuable. Although the 

current return rates in Sweden tend to be small, still profit increases can be achieved 

through handling returns effectively.  

 

We identified two positive aspects of the product return process of small e-retailers in 

Sweden: one being the training of personnel and the other being the speed of the return 

process. Despite those positive findings, it can be concluded that overall the product 

return process is not implemented effectively. The return process is currently 

characterized by: no standards, little transparency, informal procedures, and few 

implemented technologies. Thus, all these aspects of the return process demonstrate that 

there is great room for improvements and potential to create competitive advantages.  

 

It was found that: receiving, sortation and processing are the most time-consuming 

activities within the return process of small Swedish e-retailer, whereas disposition is 

less time-intensive. Further, Swedish e-retailers prefer a decentralized structure over a 

centralized one. 

 

Our findings indicate that the return process is not separate from the forward flow, in 

regards to warehouse space, assigned responsibility and commitment of resources. For 

small companies it is considered optimal to have a combined facility for forward and 
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reverse processes due to possible financial constraints. However, we emphasize that the 

separate treatment of operations, responsibly, and resources is key.  

 

In Sweden it is a common practice that the customers pay for the return postage, which 

leads to a lower product return rate. However, to successfully compete in countries with 

liberal return policies, Swedish e-retailers have to adapt more customer-friendly return 

policies. Swedish e-retailers that have already adapted to that mindset have a higher 

probability of achieving a competitive advantage.  

 

5.2 Perception 
 

The perception findings demonstrate that firms are not aware of the importance of a 

return process. Small e-retailers perceive the implementation of a return process as a 

non-valuable aspect of their business. Consequently, companies tend to assign little 

attention and resources to this operation. In the last five years few companies have 

recognized any changes in regards to the development and improvement of the return 

process. However, we expect that environmental concerns will influence the return 

process in the coming years in Sweden.  

 

As recognized in this study, overall few companies were familiar with the term Reverse 

Logistics. Similarly, it was found that consulting services are rarely considered to 

establish an appropriate return process. Through a paradigm shift great benefit can come 

to the areas of reverse logistics, which could also influence the e-retail industry.  

 

5.3 Final Thoughts 
 

This study showed that the implementation and perception of the product return process 

of small Swedish e-retailers is still in its infancy. There is great potential for 

improvements, once the implications and values about the return process are 

comprehended. As logistics and supply chain management were once overlooked 

aspects of business, it is now considered as critical divisions. Reverse logistics is now in 

a comparable emerging position, expected to have the same potential. The earlier one 

adapts to such operations the sooner they can prosper.  

 

5.4 Future research  
 

A driving force for developing the Boomerang Return Model was to summarize existing 

literature in a comprehensive way. It functions as groundwork to assist in future 

research. 

 

In future research it would be interesting to investigate how the theoretical concepts 

presented in the model are applicable for other company sizes, industries or 

geographical areas. The model could be utilized to undertake comparisons between the 

theory and the real business practices. Moreover researchers could adapt the model 

specifically to different target groups to develop a customized guideline for an 

appropriate return process. Similar studies could be performed in future to capture 

changes in the development of the return process over time, using the Boomerang 
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Return Model as a benchmark. It would be interesting to examine if barriers and other 

important aspects of the product return process change over time.  

 

The results of this study indicated that Sweden is especially driven by environmental 

concerns. Future research could investigate which environmental drivers are leading to 

certain changes within the return process. Further, it could be examined if there is an 

increase in policies and government regulations affecting the development of an 

environmental-friendly return process.  

 

Since this research only captured the implementation of small e-retailers in Sweden, the 

question is raised how medium and large sized companies implement the return process. 

Future research could analyze if larger companies place more importance and resources 

on the product return process. It could be tested how variables such as company size, 

return rate and assigned responsibilities influence the product return process.  

 

The increase of internationalization of companies is another interesting aspect 

influencing the return process. Future research could give insight how multinational 

companies with smaller divisions in various countries perform the product return 

process. Potential research questions could be:  

 

• Do they prefer a centralized or decentralized approach?  

• Is there an optimal way to handle those complex systems?  

• Which means of communication are used and needed in order to coordinate and 

integrate the product return process across borders?  
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3. Ange företagets årliga försäljningsomsättning (SEK) 
 

 
 

 

4. Vilken procentandel av alla sålda produkter returneras årligen? (%) 
 

 
 

 

5. Vilken procentandel av total lagerutrymme används för produktretur? (%) 

(Om ni inte har någon speciell lagerutrymme för produktreturer markera med 0%) 
 

 
 
 

PRODUKTRETURER AKTIVITETER 
 

 

6. På vilket sätt hanterar ni produktreturer?   

 Vid ett centraliserad returcenter 

 Decentraliserad (internt)  

 
 

7. Finns det en avdelning på företaget som har ansvar endast för produktreturer?  

 Yes 

 No 

 
 

8. Hur många timmars utbildning i returhantering får företagsanställda? (timmar i 

ett år) (Om ni inte får någon utbildning i returhantering ange 0) 
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10. Till vilken grad outsourcar företaget produktreturer aktiviteter tredjepart 
logistik företag?  
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14. Används några av dessa teknik-baserade programmen i ert företag? 

 hantering produktreturer är datoriserad 

 RFID (Radio frequency identification devices) 
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Kassering 

 
 

 
 

16. Hur många dagar tar retur processen från att kund returnerar varan till avslut 
av processen (återbetalning eller byten av produkten)? (dagar) 
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VIKTIGA ASPEKTER AV RETUR PROCESS 
 

Svara på frågorna nedan med hjälp av följande skala. 

1 2 3 4 5 

,ej, inte alls Nej, knappast Vet ej Ja, kanske Ja, absolut 

 

 
 

17. Till vilken grad håller du med med det här uttalandet. Omsorg för miljön 
påverkar företagets returhantering  

 1  2  3  4  5 

 
 

18. Till vilken grad håller du med med det här uttalandet. Företaget upplever 
effektiv produktreturhantering som värdeskapande?  

 1  2  3  4  5 

 
 

19. Till vilken grad håller du med med det här uttalandet. Under sista fem åren 
har det skett förändring i produktreturhanering process.  

 1  2  3  4  5 

 
 

20. Är du medveten om uttryck ”Reverse logistics”  

 Yes 

 No 

 
 

21. Har ni övervägd att använda sig av en konsult i returhantering process för att 
effektivisera returhantering på ert företag.  

 Yes 

 No 

 
 

23. Kommentarer: 

 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 
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Tack för att du fyllt i enkäten.  

 

Med dina svar stödjer du den akademiska forskningen i Sverige, och i synnerhet våran 

akademiska uppsats. Likväl bidrar du till utvecklingen av produktretur processer hos 

detaljhandeln inom elektronik i Sverige. 

 

Vi uppskattar din insats.  

Om ni har frågor eller synpunkter var vänligen kontakta oss. 

 

 

Med vänliga hälsningar, 

 

Claudia Hirschfeld 

Kathleen Davey 

Victoria Posazhennikova 

 

jibsreverselogistics@gmail.com 

Tel. 070-8341774 (Victoria) 

 

 



 

6.3 Appendix 3 - Qu

 

We appreciate that you ta

to complete it. We p

This is a completely ano

The data gained from res

method of data collectio

With product returns
disposition) the com

This study is only 

DEMOGRAPHIC
 

1. How many employees
 

 

2. What is your main job

 Supply Chain Manag

 Sales 

 Product returns 

 Warehouse managem

 Customer service 

 Multifunctional 
 

 

3. Please state your annu
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Questionnaire in English  
 

 

A, ACADEMIC RESEAR
    ABOUT PRODUCT RETU

 

 

you take the time to answer our survey, it will take 

. We please you to answer the questions truthfully a

 

ely anonymous survey and all information will be tr

confidential. 

 

om responses in this survey will be for academic pu

llection ensures that it will be impossible to identify

individual companies.  

 

Attention Please! 

 

urns we mean activities (such as receiving, process

the company undertakes once the customer returned

s only concerned with return operations that occur i

 

PHICS 

loyees does your company have? 

 

in job responsibility? 

anagement 

nagement 

nnual sales turnover (SEK) 
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4. What percentage of overall product sales are returned annually? (%) 
 

 
 

 
 

5. What percentage of your overall warehouse space is used for products returns? 

(%) (In case you have not assigned a special warehouse space to product returns please 

indicate it with 0%) 

 

 
 
 

PRODUCT RETUR, ACTIVITIES 
 

 
 

6. How do you handle product returns? 

 Using a centralized return center 

 Decentralized in-house  

 
 

7. Do you have a special department in your company only responsible for product 
returns?  

 Yes 

 No 

 
 

8. How many hours of training regarding product returns are provided to the 
employees annually? (Hours per year) (If no special training is provided regarding 

product returns please indicate with 0)  
 

 
 

 

9. Do you have an approved quality-system for product return activities according 
to ISO-standards?   

 Yes 

 No 
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10. To what degree are you outsourcing product return activities to third parties?  
(Please chose the closest percentage) 

 1  2  3  4  5 

0%         25%       50%   75%          100% 
 

 
 

11. Do you use specific return labeling to identify product returns?  

 Yes 

 No 

 
 

12. What information is included on a product return label? 

 Date 

 SKU (Stock-Keeping Unit)  

 Customer name 

 Product type 

 Return reason 

 Warehouse location 

 Return authorization number 

 Customer ID number 
 

Other (please specify) 

 
 

 

13. Who is paying for the postage of the product returns?  

 Customers 

 Company 
 

Comments: 
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14. Are any of those technology based approaches used? 

 product return process is computerized 

 RFID (Radio frequency identification devices) 

 Bar-codes 

 EDI (Electronic data interchange) 

 ERP/SAP (enterprise resource planning)  

 WMS (warehouse management system) 

 

Others (please specify) 

 
 

 

15. How is time (%) devoted for the following in-house product return activities?  
(If any of these activities are out-sourced/non applied please indicate with 0%)  
 

(Sum 100%) 

Receiving 

 
 

Sorting 

 
 

Processing 

 
 

Disposition 

 
 

 

16. How many days does it take from the initial customer’s return issue until the 
problem is solved (money is refund or products are replaced)? (in days) 
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PORDUCT RETUR, DEVELOPME,T 
 

When answering on the questions below please consider the following scale. 
 

Ranking Scale: 
1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 
disagree 

Tend to 

disagree 

Neither agree nor 

disagree 

Tend to 

agree 

Strongly 

agree 

 

 
 

17. To what degree do you support this statement? Environmental concerns 
influence the product return practices of your company.  
 

 1  2  3  4  5 

 
 

18. To what degree do you support this statement? Efficient product return 
process can be profitable to your company.  

 1  2  3  4  5 

 
 

19. To what degree do you support this statement? In the last five years there have 
been many developments and changes in the return process.  

 1  2  3  4  5 

 
 

20. Are you aware of the term “Reverse Logistics”?  

 Yes 

 No 

 
 

21. Do you consider to you use Reverse Logistic consulting services? 

 Yes 

 No 

 
 

22. Comments:  
 
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________ 
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Thank you for answering our questionnaire.  

With your reply you supported the academic research in Sweden, especially our thesis, 

as well as the development of the return processes of online retailers in Sweden. 

 

We really appreciated your contribution.  

If you have any questions or comments please feel free to contact us.  

 

With best regards, 

 

Claudia Hirschfeld 

Kathleen Davey 

Victoria Posazhennikova 

 

jibsreverselogistics@gmail.com 

Tel. 070-8341774 (Victoria) 
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Med vänliga hälsningar,

 

Claudia Hirschfeld 

Kathleen Davey 

Victoria Posazhennikova

 

 

jibsreverselogistics@gma

Tel. 070-8341774 (Victor
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questions 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21

Company1 1 multifunctional 3 000 000                        1 2 D N 2 N 1 Y K,R K - - 10 5 2 4 N N

Company2 1 multifunctional 600 000                            0,1 1 D N 2 N 1 N R K - 5 1 1 2 N N

Company3 1 multifunctional 4 700 000                        1 0 D N 3 N 1 N D,K K - R-10, S-10, P-70, D-10 5 1 1 1 N N

Company4 1 multifunctional 600 000                            - 1 D N - N 2 N - F - - 3 5 5 4 N N

Company5 1 multifunctional 4 000 000                        0,5 - D N 2 N 1 N R F H R-30, S-20, P-40, D-10 3 4 4 2 Y Y

Company6 - customer service 4 000 000                        2 2 D - 2 N 1 N - K - - 3 4 4 2 N N

Company7 20 sales 65 500 000                     3,5 3 C N 12 Y 1 Y D,K,O,L K H,EDI R-10, S-68, P-20, D-2 2 4 4 5 Y N

Company8 2 multifunctional 1 200 000                        0,5 0,5 D N 1 N 1 N Other F - R-30, S-20, P-40, D-10 4 5 3 3 N N

Company9 2 multifunctional 1 500 000                        0 0 - N 0 N 1 N - K - - 2 1 2 4 N -

Company10 2 multifunctional 2 500 000                        1 0,3 D N 5 N 1 N - F - - 1 2 2 2 N N

Company11 38 supply chain management 15 000 000                     5 10 C Y 10 Y 1 Y D,R,K,B - H,S,EDI,SAP,WMS R-40, S-10, P-40, D-10 4 5 4 4 Y N

Company12 2 multifunctional 6 500 000                        5 0 C N 10 N 1 N - K - R-50,  P-50 5 4 4 4 N N

Company13 3 multifunctional 3 000 000                        2 5 D N 5 N 1 Y D,B,L F - R-20, S-10, P-60, D-10 5 3 2 3 Y N

Company14 3 multifunctional - 0,01 0,01 D N 1 N 1 N K F - R-25, S-25, P-25. D-25 1-5 5 4 2 Y Y

Company15 3 sales 7 000 000                        4 0,1 D N 8 N 1 Y D,K,R,O - EDI - 2 4 3 3 N N

Company16 3 sales 8 000 000                        4 - C N - N 3 N - F - R-100 1 2 2 5 N N

Company17 4 sales 8 500 000                        1 5 D N 8 N 1 N D,K,O,R K S R-10, P-80, D-10 5 3 4 4 Y Y

Company18 4 sales 5 000 000                        0,01 0 D N 1 N 1 N other K - R-40 S-10, P-40, D-10 4 2 2 2 N N

Company19 48 sales 121 000 000                  30 5 D N 15 N 1 Y D,K,O,B,A - H,A,EDI,SAP R-25, S-25, P-25. D-25 3 5 3 2 N N

Company20 5 warehouse management 20 000 000                     1 4 D N 2 N 1 Y D,R,K,O,B K H R-20,  S-60, P- 20 7 4 4 4 N N

Company21 5 sales 20 000 000                     0,05 2 D N 2 N 2 Y D,K,O,A K H R-10, S-10, P-10 D-70 10 1 4 4 N N

Company22 5 sales 23 000 000                     - 1 C N - N 1 N - - _ R-100 5 4 5 3 N N

Company23 8 supply chain management 70 000 000                     15 8 C Y 20 N 3 Y K,O,B,L F H R-50,  P-50 17 1 4 3 N N

Company24 9 customer service - 1 0 D N 2 N 1 Y D,K,O F WMS R-10, S-10, P-70, D-10 2 2 2 5 N N

Company25 9 sales 2 500 000                        0,05 0,1 D N 4 - 1 N D,K,O - - R-40 S-10, P-40, D-10 14 5 2 4 N N

Company26 9 customerservice - - - C N - N 5 N - K - - 10 3 4 1 Y N

Company27 10 sales 20 000 000                     0,001 0,001 D N - N 1 Y D,K,O - - - 5 4 2 4 N N

Company28 2 multifunctional 2 800 000                        0,01 0 D N - N 1 Y D,K,O,B,A K - R-10, S-25, P-60, D-5 4 2 2 1 N N

Company29 18 supply chain management 125 000 000                  1,5 1 C Y 10 N 1 N D,K,O,A K S,EDI R-20, S-20, P-50, D-10 1-3 3 5 5 N N

Company30 18 warehouse management 35 000 000                     2 - C N 4 N 1 Y D,K,O,B - S,EDI R-75, S-15, P-10 5 3 3 1 N N

Company31 30 sales 75 000 000                     6,5 - C Y - N 1 N D,K,O,B - H R-100 3 5 4 4 Y N

Company32 32 product returns 130 000 000                  19 10 D Y 20 N 1 Y K,O,B F H,S,EDI,ERP R-25, S-25, P-25. D-25 5 1 5 4 N N

Company33 5 sales 10 000 000                     0 0 - N 0 N 1 N - K - R-20, S-50, P-30 - 3 4 2 N N

Company34 - sales 12 000 000                     0,01 - D N 1 N 1 N - K - R-28, S-30, P-40, D-2 5 4 5 4 N N

Company35 - customer service - 1 0 D N 5 N 1 N B,O,L F - R-40, S-10, P-45, D-5 5 4 4 3 Y N

Company35 304 26 029 032                     3,4 2,1 23 5,6 21 11 26

Company36 38622430,39 6,43 3,00 10 5,66 13 15 9

RAW DATA

6.5 Appendix 5 - Raw data (Answers from the survey) 

 
 

Question 6 Question: 7, 
9,11, 20,21 

Question 12 Question 13 Question 14 Question 15 

D - Decentralised Y - Yes D-datum K - Kund H-Handling of product returns 

is computerized 

R - Receiving 

C - Centralised N - No K-kundens namn F - Företag A - RFID S - Sortation 

  B Beskrivning av artikel  S- Barcode P - Processing 

  O- Orsak av retur  EDI D - Disposition 

  L-Lagerplats  ERP/SAP  

  R-retur auktoriserings nr.  WMS   

  A -Customer ID    
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6.6 Appendix 6 - Information Included on the Return Labels 
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6.7 Appendix 7 - Calculation Table for Question 17 
 

Results Mean Difference 
1 4 - 

5 4 + 

1 4 - 

5 4 + 

4 4 0 

4 4 0 

4 4 0 

5 4 + 

1 4 - 

2 4 - 

4 4 0 

3 4 - 

5 4 + 

4 4 0 

2 4 - 

3 4 - 

2 4 - 

5 4 + 

4 4 0 

1 4 - 

4 4 0 

1 4 - 

2 4 - 

5 4 + 

3 4 - 

4 4 0 

2 4 - 

3 4 - 

3 4 - 

5 4 + 

1 4 - 

5 4 + 

3 4 - 

4 4 0 

4 4 0 

Y (positive signs)=8 
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6.8 Appendix 8 – Calculation Table for Question 18 
 

Results Mean  Difference 

2 4 - 

1 4 - 

1 4 - 

5 4 + 

4 4 0 

4 4 0 

4 4 0 

3 4 - 

5 4 + 

5 4 + 

4 4 0 

2 4 - 

4 4 0 

3 4 - 

2 4 - 

4 4 0 

2 4 - 

3 4 - 

4 4 0 

4 4 0 

5 4 + 

4 4 0 

2 4 - 

2 4 - 

4 4 0 

2 4 - 

2 4 - 

2 4 - 

2 4 - 

4 4 0 

3 4 - 

4 4 0 

4 4 0 

5 4 + 

4 4 0 

Y (positive signs)=5 
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6.9 Appendix 9 – Calculation Table for Question 19 
 

Results Mean Difference 

4 4 0 

2 4 - 

1 4 - 

4 4 0 

2 4 - 

2 4 - 

5 4 + 

4 4 0 

4 4 0 

2 4 - 

3 4 - 

3 4 - 

2 4 - 

3 4 - 

5 4 + 

4 4 0 

2 4 - 

2 4 - 

4 4 0 

4 4 0 

3 4 - 

3 4 - 

5 4 + 

4 4 0 

1 4 - 

4 4 0 

1 4 - 

5 4 + 

1 4 - 

4 4 0 

2 4 - 

4 4 0 

4 4 0 

4 4 0 

3 4 - 

 Y (positive signs)=4 
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6.10  Appendix 10 - Cumulative Binominal Distribution Table 
 

,=20 

x p = 0.10 p = 0.15 p = 0.20 p = 0.25 p = 0.30 p = 0.35 p = 0.40 p = 0.45 p = 0.50 

0 0.1216 0.0388 0.0115 0.0032 0.0008 0.0002 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 

1 0.3917 0.1756 0.0692 0.0243 0.0076 0.0021 0.0005 0.0001 0.0000 

2 0.6769 0.4049 0.2061 0.0913 0.0355 0.0121 0.0036 0.0009 0.0002 

3 0.8670 0.6477 0.4114 0.2252 0.1071 0.0444 0.0160 0.0049 0.0013 

4 0.9568 0.8298 0.6296 0.4148 0.2375 0.1182 0.0510 0.0189 0.0059 

5 0.9887 0.9327 0.8042 0.6172 0.4164 0.2454 0.1256 0.0553 0.0207 

6 0.9976 0.9781 0.9133 0.7858 0.6080 0.4166 0.2500 0.1299 0.0577 

7 0.9996 0.9941 0.9679 0.8982 0.7723 0.6010 0.4159 0.2520 0.1316 

8 0.9999 0.9987 0.9900 0.9591 0.8867 0.7624 0.5956 0.4143 0.2517 

9 10.000 0.9998 0.9974 0.9861 0.9520 0.8782 0.7553 0.5914 0.4119 

10 10.000 10.000 0.9994 0.9961 0.9829 0.9468 0.8725 0.7507 0.5881 

11 10.000 10.000 0.9999 0.9991 0.9949 0.9804 0.9435 0.8692 0.7483 

12 10.000 10.000 10.000 0.9998 0.9987 0.9940 0.9790 0.9420 0.8684 

13 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 0.9997 0.9985 0.9935 0.9786 0.9423 

14 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 0.9997 0.9984 0.9936 0.9793 

15 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 0.9997 0.9985 0.9941 

16 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 0.9997 0.9987 

17 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 0.9998 

18 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 

 

 (Aczel & Sounderpandian, 2009, p.755-757)  

,=25 

x p = 0.10 p = 0.15 p = 0.20 p = 0.25 p = 0.30 p = 0.35 p = 0.40 p = 0.45 p = 0.50 

0 0.0718 0.0172 0.0038 0.0008 0.0001 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 

1 0.2712 0.0931 0.0274 0.0070 0.0016 0.0003 0.0001 0.0000 0.0000 

2 0.5371 0.2537 0.0982 0.0321 0.0090 0.0021 0.0004 0.0001 0.0000 

3 0.7636 0.4711 0.2340 0.0962 0.0332 0.0097 0.0024 0.0005 0.0001 

4 0.9020 0.6821 0.4207 0.2137 0.0905 0.0320 0.0095 0.0023 0.0005 

5 0.9666 0.8385 0.6167 0.3783 0.1935 0.0826 0.0294 0.0086 0.0020 

6 0.9905 0.9305 0.7800 0.5611 0.3407 0.1734 0.0736 0.0258 0.0073 

7 0.9977 0.9745 0.8909 0.7265 0.5118 0.3061 0.1536 0.0639 0.0216 

8 0.9995 0.9920 0.9532 0.8506 0.6769 0.4668 0.2735 0.1340 0.0539 

9 0.9999 0.9979 0.9827 0.9287 0.8106 0.6303 0.4246 0.2424 0.1148 

10 10.000 0.9995 0.9944 0.9703 0.9022 0.7712 0.5858 0.3843 0.2122 

11 10.000 0.9999 0.9985 0.9893 0.9558 0.8746 0.7323 0.5426 0.3450 

12 10.000 10.000 0.9996 0.9966 0.9825 0.9396 0.8462 0.6937 0.5000 

13 10.000 10.000 0.9999 0.9991 0.9940 0.9745 0.9222 0.8173 0.6550 

14 10.000 10.000 10.000 0.9998 0.9982 0.9907 0.9656 0.9040 0.7878 

15 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 0.9995 0.9971 0.9868 0.9560 0.8852 

16 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 0.9999 0.9992 0.9957 0.9826 0.9461 

17 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 0.9998 0.9988 0.9942 0.9784 

18 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 10.000 0.9997 0.9984 0.9927 
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6.11 Appendix 11 - Table of Critical Values for T 
 

  Two Tailed Significance 
  0.2 0.1 0.05 0.01 0.005 0.001 0.0005 0.0001 

2 1.89 2.92 4.30 9.92 14.09 31.60 44.70 100.14 

3 1.64 2.35 3.18 5.84 7.45 12.92 16.33 28.01 

4 1.53 2.13 2.78 4.60 5.60 8.61 10.31 15.53 

5 1.48 2.02 2.57 4.03 4.77 6.87 7.98 11.18 

6 1.44 1.94 2.45 3.71 4.32 5.96 6.79 9.08 

7 1.41 1.89 2.36 3.50 4.03 5.41 6.08 7.89 

8 1.40 1.86 2.31 3.36 3.83 5.04 5.62 7.12 

9 1.38 1.83 2.26 3.25 3.69 4.78 5.29 6.59 

10 1.37 1.81 2.23 3.17 3.58 4.59 5.05 6.21 

11 1.36 1.80 2.20 3.11 3.50 4.44 4.86 5.92 

12 1.36 1.78 2.18 3.05 3.43 4.32 4.72 5.70 

13 1.35 1.77 2.16 3.01 3.37 4.22 4.60 5.51 

14 1.35 1.76 2.14 2.98 3.33 4.14 4.50 5.36 

15 1.34 1.75 2.13 2.95 3.29 4.07 4.42 5.24 

16 1.34 1.75 2.12 2.92 3.25 4.01 4.35 5.13 

17 1.33 1.74 2.11 2.90 3.22 3.97 4.29 5.04 

18 1.33 1.73 2.10 2.88 3.20 3.92 4.23 4.97 

19 1.33 1.73 2.09 2.86 3.17 3.88 4.19 4.90 

20 1.33 1.72 2.09 2.85 3.15 3.85 4.15 4.84 

21 1.32 1.72 2.08 2.83 3.14 3.82 4.11 4.78 

22 1.32 1.72 2.07 2.82 3.12 3.79 4.08 4.74 

23 1.32 1.71 2.07 2.81 3.10 3.77 4.05 4.69 

24 1.32 1.71 2.06 2.80 3.09 3.75 4.02 4.65 

25 1.32 1.71 2.06 2.79 3.08 3.73 4.00 4.62 

26 1.31 1.71 2.06 2.78 3.07 3.71 3.97 4.59 

27 1.31 1.70 2.05 2.77 3.06 3.69 3.95 4.56 

28 1.31 1.70 2.05 2.76 3.05 3.67 3.93 4.53 

29 1.31 1.70 2.05 2.76 3.04 3.66 3.92 4.51 

30 1.31 1.70 2.04 2.75 3.03 3.65 3.90 4.48 

35 1.31 1.69 2.03 2.72 3.00 3.59 3.84 4.39 

40 1.30 1.68 2.02 2.70 2.97 3.55 3.79 4.32 

50 1.30 1.68 2.01 2.68 2.94 3.50 3.72 4.23 

60 1.30 1.67 2.00 2.66 2.91 3.46 3.68 4.17 

70 1.29 1.67 1.99 2.65 2.90 3.43 3.65 4.13 

80 1.29 1.66 1.99 2.64 2.89 3.42 3.63 4.10 

90 1.29 1.66 1.99 2.63 2.88 3.40 3.61 4.07 

100 1.29 1.66 1.98 2.63 2.87 3.39 3.60 4.05 

200 1.29 1.65 1.97 2.60 2.84 3.34 3.54 3.97 

500 1.28 1.65 1.96 2.59 2.82 3.31 3.50 3.92 

1000 1.28 1.65 1.96 2.58 2.81 3.30 3.49 3.91 

Infinity 1.28 1.64 1.96 2.58 2.81 3.29 3.48 3.89 

 

Miles (2010) 


