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ABSTRACT

This study investigates the impact of return policy features on customer satisfaction in India's rapidly
growing e-commerce sector. Through a comprehensive survey of Indian online shoppers, this research
examines the relationship between factors influencing various return policies and customer satisfaction
levels. The findings indicate that easy return processes, quick refund procedures, and clear policy terms
are the most important factors influencing customer satisfaction. The study results indicate that simplicity
and speed of the process are more valuable than extended time periods for returns. The study shows
positive overall satisfaction trends with fashion/apparel being the most responsible for return rates. These
insights provide the necessary support for e-commerce enterprises to improve their return policies, thereby
improving customer satisfaction and customer retention in the competitive Indian market.
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INTRODUCTION

India's e-commerce market has witnessed remarkable growth, and the sector is estimated to reach $200
billion by 2026. This rapid expansion has raised customer expectations regarding post-purchase services,
particularly return and refund policies. Return policies serve as important ways of building trust in the
online shopping environment where customers cannot physically inspect products before purchasing.!
The significance of return policies in determining customer satisfaction is well-documented in global
literature. However, India-specific research remains limited despite the unique characteristics of the Indian
market, including high cash-on-delivery preferences, diverse regional behaviours, and category specific
return patterns. Recent industry analyses indicate that return-related issues constitute major pain points for
Indian e-commerce consumers, with fashion and apparel categories experiencing return rates of 30-40%.>
This study examines the research gap by empirically analyzing the impact of various return policy
parameters on customer satisfaction among Indian e-commerce users. The research provides actionable
insights for businesses operating in India's dynamic digital marketplace.

Thttps://ijsrem.com/download/unveiling-churn-triggers-predictive-insights-for-customer-retention-in-indias-e-commerce-
boom/
2 https://www.indiaretailing.com/2024/08/18/brands-could-lose-20-30-billion-in-revenue-to-returns-by-2025-report/
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Research objectives

To evaluate the importance of different return policy factors influencing customer satisfaction
To analyze the current levels of customer satisfaction with e-commerce return policies in India
To identify common challenges faced by customers in return processes

To investigate return patterns across different product categories

To provide strategic suggestions for return policy optimization

AR e

Research questions

e  Which return policy factors are most important to Indian e-commerce customers?
e What is the current level of customer satisfaction with return policies?

e What are the main problems faced by customers in existing return processes?

e How do return patterns vary across different product categories?

LITERATURE REVIEW

Return Policies and Customer Satisfaction: Global Perspectives

Freling, Hennard, and Krasno (2016) indicated that lenient return policies augment total purchases more
significantly than they elevate return volume, so challenging the belief that flexible returns detrimentally
affect profitability. Appriss Retail (2023) indicated that over 75% of consumers exhibit increased loyalty
to shops providing free returns, whilst over 50% deliberately steer clear of retailers imposing return costs.
According to Newberry (2020), e-commerce return rates average around 24.5%, which is almost twice
that of physical stores. The National Retail Federation (2024) revealed that total returns of merchandise
in the US in 2023 amounted to $890 billion, emphasizing the financial importance of returns management.
Indian E-Commerce Context and Consumer Behavior

Sharma and Gupta (2025), in their study on Amazon India consumers, show that hassle-free return
policies are one of the top determinants of customer satisfaction and loyalty. Kumar et al. (2024) in their
research on Delhi-NCR indicate that return policies are one of the deciding criteria in platform selection,
along with price competitiveness and delivery reliability.

Patel and Singh (2025) show that 26.8% of Indian consumers face problems with return/refund processes,
while 34.2% of consumers are disappointed with customer service related to returns. This underlines the
critical importance of return policy formulation and implementation in customer satisfaction. Verma and
Rao (2020) discovered that 88.58% of Indian consumers possess knowledge about return policies with
awareness differing substantially based on education and occupation.

The characteristics of the Indian market present unique challenges. Cash-on-delivery orders have
significantly higher return rates than prepaid transactions, which significantly increases reverse logistics
costs (India Retailing, 2025).

Category-Specific Return Dynamics

Aggarwal et al. (2023) in their research on Indian consumer return behaviour for apparel and electronics
report that fashion categories exhibit the highest return rates, primarily due to size, fit and style
preferences. Mehta and Jain (2024) point out that situational circumstances, impulse buying and usage
patterns explain return behaviour among Indian consumers. The diversity of reasons for return indicates
that customised policy approaches are more effective than one-size-fits-all strategies.
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Emerging practices such as “returnless refunds” and instant store credit are becoming popular in the Indian
markets, creating a positive impact on customers and long-term loyalty, as well as reducing operational
complexities (Clickpost, 2025).

Research Gap

While information on return policy impacts is available in the global literature, but in case of India
researches are limited. Most studies focus on individual platform analysis or specific product categories.
This study addresses this gap by providing a comprehensive analysis of return policy factors and their
impact on customer satisfaction in the Indian e-commerce ecosystem.

METHODOLOGY

Research Design

This study employs a quantitative research approach using a structured questionnaire survey. The research

follows a cross-sectional design to capture customer perceptions, experiences, and behaviours related to

e-commerce return policies at a specific point in time.

Sampling and Data Collection

e Sample Selection: The study utilised convenience sampling to select respondents from diverse
demographic segments across Indian cities. This approach ensured representation across different age
groups, education levels, income categories, and geographic locations.

e Sample Size: Data was collected from 100 respondents, which is consistent with similar exploratory
studies in the Indian e-commerce context and adequate for statistical analysis of the research
objectives.

e Data Collection Method: Primary data was collected through a structured online questionnaire
distributed via social media platforms, email networks, and professional contacts during August 2025.
The online format ensured reach to active e-commerce users across different regions.

Instrument Development

A structured questionnaire was developed covering key research dimensions: demographic information,

online shopping behaviour patterns, return policy awareness and experience, importance ratings of return

policy factors, and customer satisfaction metrics. The instrument was validated through pilot testing to
ensure clarity and relevance before final implementation.

Data Analysis

Data analysis employed descriptive statistics to summarise respondent characteristics and response

patterns, correlation analysis to examine relationships between variables, cross-tabulation to explore

associations between categorical variables, and chi-square tests to assess statistical significance. Analysis
was conducted using statistical software with significance evaluated at the a = 0.05 level.

4. RESULTS AND ANALYSIS

Respondent Profile

The study achieved good demographic diversity, representative of Indian e-commerce consumers. The
sample comprised 58% male and 41% female respondents, with the majority (68%) aged between 18-35
years. Education levels showed 70% holding graduate or post-graduate degrees, reflecting the typical
online shopping demographic. Geographic representation included metropolitan cities (25%), tier 1 cities
(30%), tier 2 cities (30%), and tier 3 cities (15%).
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Return Policy Factor Importance
Analysis reveals clear priorities among Indian consumers regarding return policy characteristics:

Importance of Return Policy Factors
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Figure 1: Importance of Return Policy Factors Based on Customer Survey

Table 1: Importance Rankings of Return Policy Factors

Return Policy Factor Mean Score | Standard Deviation Rank
Easy Return Process 4.18 0.87 1
Quick Refund Process 4.17 0.95 2
Clear Policy Terms 4.10 0.92 3
Free Return Shipping 4.02 1.08 4
Extended Return Window 3.53 1.17 5

The findings demonstrate that process efficiency and clarity take precedence over extended time
periods, indicating Indian consumers value operational excellence over generous return windows.

Customer Satisfaction Analysis
e Overall satisfaction with return policies shows encouraging trends:

Overall Satisfaction Distribution
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Figure 2: Distribution of Overall Customer Satisfaction with Online Shopping Return Policies
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The distribution reveals that 67% of respondents express satisfaction or high satisfaction with current
return policies, while only 7% report dissatisfaction. This indicates that major e-commerce platforms
have established reasonably effective return policy frameworks, though opportunities for improvement
remain.

Table 2: Customer Satisfaction Metrics

Satisfaction Metric Mean Score | High Satisfaction (4-5) | Low Satisfaction (1-2)
Overall Satisfaction 3.87 67% 7%

Loyalty Score 3.60 60% 15%

Recommendation Score | 3.77 65% 13%

Return Patterns and Platform Analysis

e Platform Preferences: Amazon (38%) and Flipkart (34%) dominate customer preferences,
collectively accounting for 72% of usage. Myntra follows with 18% preference, reflecting its strong
position in fashion e-commerce.

e Category-wise Return Analysis:

Top Returned Product Category
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Figure 3: Most Returned Product Categories in Indian E-commerce

Fashion/Apparel emerges as the highest-return category at 48% of all returns, significantly exceeding
other categories. Electronics accounts for 25% of returns, while Home & Kitchen represents 15%. This
pattern aligns with global trends where fashion items experience higher return rates due to fit, style, and
personal preference factors.
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Return Process Challenges
Table 3: Common Return Policy Problems

Problem Type Percentage
Complex Process 23%

Slow Refund 21%

Poor Customer Service 20%
Product Condition Issues 4%

None 32%

While 32% of customers report no problems, 68% encounter some form of return-related difficulty.
Process complexity emerges as the most significant challenge, followed closely by refund speed and
customer service quality.

Statistical Relationships
Table 4: Correlation Matrix - Return Policy Factors vs. Satisfaction

Factor Overall Satisfaction | Loyalty Score | Recommendation Score
Easy Return Process 0.028 0.033 0.193*

Quick Refund Process | 0.057 0.083 0.009

Clear Policy Terms 0.233* -0.039 -0.068

Free Return Shipping | -0.036 -0.143 -0.082

Extended Return | 0.017 0.032 0.152

Window

*Significant correlations (>0.15)

Correlation analysis reveals that Clear Policy Terms shows the strongest positive relationship with
Overall Satisfaction (r = 0.233), emphasising the critical importance of transparency in policy
communication. Easy Return Process demonstrates positive correlation with Recommendation Score (r =
0.193), suggesting that process simplicity drives word-of-mouth advocacy.

DISCUSSION

The findings align with Expectation-Disconfirmation Theory (Oliver, 1980): customers experience
positive disconfirmation when return processes meet or exceed their expectations. Easy return
processes (Mean = 4.18) and quick refunds (Mean = 4.17) minimise effort and delay, converting potential
dissatisfaction into loyalty.

Applying the SERVQUAL framework (Parasuraman, Zeithaml, & Berry, 1988), three service
dimensions emerge as critical:

e Reliability: Consistent and accurate return fulfilment builds confidence.

e Responsiveness: Fast refund turnaround addresses time sensitivity.

e Assurance: Clear policy terms reduce perceived risk and foster trust.

India's high COD prevalence and tier-2/3 logistical constraints intensify the value of these dimensions, as
shoppers cannot physically inspect products pre-purchase. The 48% return share of fashion/apparel
underscores the need for size-guidance tools and virtual try-on technologies.
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Overall, the 67% satisfaction rate indicates baseline effectiveness of current policies, yet 68%
encountering return challenges reveals opportunities for process refinement. Integrating expectation-
management and service-quality principles can guide retailers in designing return policies that balance
customer satisfaction with operational sustainability.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Strategic Recommendations

e Process Optimisation: Implement streamlined, one-click return initiation processes with minimal
documentation requirements. Develop mobile-optimised return workflows given the high mobile
usage in India.

e Speed Enhancement: Establish automated refund systems with clear service level agreements.
Consider instant store credit options to accelerate resolution while encouraging repeat purchases.

e Communication Improvement: Redesign policy documentation using plain language and visual
guides. Provide interactive policy tools and a prominent display of key terms.

e Category-Specific Strategies: Develop specialised approaches for high-return categories, particularly
fashion, including virtual try-on tools, detailed sizing guides, and exchange-first policies.

Operational Recommendations

e Customer Service Training: Enhance support team capabilities for return-related queries with a
specific focus on empathy and solution-orientation.

e Technology Integration: Implement real-time tracking systems for return status and automated
communication updates throughout the process.

e Quality Assurance: Strengthen product quality controls and description accuracy to reduce
preventable returns.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

This study has several limitations that should be considered. The cross-sectional design captures attitudes
at a single point in time, potentially missing seasonal or temporal variations in return behaviour. The
convenience sampling method may not fully represent all demographic segments, particularly rural
consumers with limited internet access.

Future research should explore longitudinal studies to track satisfaction changes over time, conduct
regional comparative analysis between metropolitan and smaller cities, examine platform-specific policy
effectiveness, and investigate the cost-benefit implications of different policy approaches.

CONCLUSION

This study provides empirical evidence that return policy characteristics significantly influence customer
satisfaction in Indian e-commerce. The findings demonstrate that process simplicity, refund speed, and
policy transparency serve as primary satisfaction drivers, while extended return windows are less critical
than operational efficiency.

With 67% of customers expressing satisfaction with current policies, there is both achievement and
opportunity in the Indian market. The 48% return concentration in fashion/apparel and the 68% of
customers experiencing some return-related challenges indicate specific areas requiring focused attention.
The research contributes valuable India-specific insights to the limited academic literature while providing
actionable guidance for e-commerce practitioners. As India's e-commerce market continues evolving
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toward its projected $200 billion valuation, optimising return policies will become increasingly critical for
competitive differentiation and customer retention.

E-commerce businesses that prioritise operational excellence in return processes, transparent
communication, and category-specific solutions will be better positioned to enhance customer
satisfaction and build sustainable competitive advantages in India's dynamic digital marketplace.
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