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Background to the report 

For the past six years, Snow Valley has produced the annual Online Retail Delivery in the UK 
Report, sponsored by MetaPack, which examines the service that online shoppers are receiving 
from UK retailers. 
 
For the 2011 edition of the report, Snow Valley placed live orders with 229 retailers. The report 
is full of data on delivery charges, delivery options, speed of delivery, and more. It is available 
free of charge from www.snowvalley.com/research 
 
This year, our friends at Blackbay asked us to share more of the information that we gathered, 
including more of the anecdotal evidence about what happened on the doorstep when the 
driver arrived with the customer’s order.  
 
The aim of this report is to explore what a good delivery service looks like and to elaborate on 
how the interaction between customer and carrier can enhance the online shopping 
experience.  
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Foreword 

The annual Online Retail Delivery Report published by Snow Valley is an excellent benchmark 
for retailers, carriers and suppliers alike.  
 
Since it was first published in 2005, the research has highlighted steady improvements in 
nearly all aspects of the online retail delivery service proposition: more flexibility with 
Saturday, nominated day, and timed deliveries along with more flexibility about where goods 
are delivered. The delivery promise is undoubtedly improving. 
 
We wanted to know more about whether the delivery promise is being met. The 2011 Online 
Retail Delivery Report tells us that 20% of deliveries do not arrive within given timescales. But 
what about the actual experience for the end-customer on the doorstep. Did the delivery 
require a signature? Was the delivery person friendly? What happened if the recipient was not 
home?  
 
All of these things matter, because the last mile experience for the customer is very much part 
of the overall shopping experience with the retailer. If it is a negative experience, then this 
reflects badly on not only the carrier but the retailer as well. 
 
Blackbay provides real-time mobile worker software that enables carriers and retailers to 
manage the last mile of delivery and enhance the doorstep experience. We wanted to measure 
how these solutions were being used, the level of interaction with the end-customer and the 
delivery person’s performance on the doorstep. 
 
In this report, we asked Snow Valley to focus on the end-customer delivery experience from 
when the order is placed through to the moment it arrives on the doorstep. 
 
The findings are very interesting. Only 113 out of the 227 orders required electronic proof of 
delivery – that is, the recipient had to sign on a handheld device to confirm the goods had 
been received. But only 57% of the 113 electronic PODs were made available to the customer 
as part of the overall  tracking information, and as the screengrabs show, the quality of the 
information on the carriers’ sites varies greatly.   
 
Only 10 retailers sent text messages about the delivery, and only a portion of those gave the 
customer the chance to amend the delivery slot. 
 
The failed deliveries are possibly the most sobering aspect of this report. Snow Valley tested 12 
retailers using a single residential address where no-one would be available to receive the 
delivery. What we found was a complete lack of predictability for the customer – every carrier 
behaved differently with some dropping the package with a neighbour, a few putting it on the 
doorstep while others left a card. 
 
Ultimately what this report shows is that when it comes to pre-delivery communication and 
the doorstep experience there is still room for improvement. The data is available through 
mobile worker solutions; however the data is not always being used by the carrier or retailer to 
maximum effect in order to provide visibility of delivery and to better communicate with their 
customers. 
 
Nigel Doust 
CEO 
Blackbay 
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What Makes a Good Delivery Experience? 

In the 2011 Online Retail Delivery Report, Snow Valley has identified a whole host of trends in 
how retailers are delivering the goods to customers. Here is a brief summary of those trends, 
grouped into seven areas:  
 
1. Customers want a range of flexible delivery options 

 
Flexibility is on the increase in UK online retailing: 69% of the retailers we evaluated in the 
2011 Online Retail Delivery Report could offer at least two delivery options to the customer, 
usually a standard service and an express service. 59% offered next-day delivery, 25% had a 
Saturday delivery option, 17% could allow the customer to choose a nominated day for 
delivery, while 12% could offer some sort of nominated time slot. 9% could offer same-day 
delivery. Sometimes the customer wants fast and sometimes they want cheap, and the 
retailers that can meet those expectations are more likely to win the customer’s order. 
 
2. Customers want affordable delivery charges 

 
13% of the retailers offered free delivery on everything, while the mean average charge for 
standard delivery had gone up slightly to £4.17 in 2010, from £3.88 the previous year. But 
interestingly, many of the premium delivery services were also very affordable – the average 
cost of next-day delivery was £6.77, while nominated day delivery was even cheaper at £6.47.  
Saturday delivery was the most expensive premium option – the mean average was £9.98.  
 
3. Customers want flexibility on where the order can be delivered 

 
Customers also want and expect more flexibility today on where their goods are delivered. 
We’re seeing lots of improvements in this area: only 4% of the retailers insisted on delivering 
to the billing address, down from 17% in 2005. 19% of the retailers supported ‘collect from 
store’, up from 15% last year. 9% of the retailers allowed the customer to place one order for 
delivery to multiple destinations. 21% of retailers allowed us to add special delivery 
instructions, such as ‘leave with my next door neighbour’.  
 

4. Customers want effective communication about their delivery  

 
77% of the retailers allowed the customer to track their order online this year, up from 59% in 
2005. As you will read in this report, the quality of tracking information varied – of the 113 
retailers that asked for electronic proof of delivery, just over half provided a link to the 
carrier’s website to allow the customer to actually see the progress of their goods. Only 4% of 
the retailers sent us a text message alert regarding our delivery and only 28% of sites returned 
any useful information when we searched for ‘delivery’. It wasn’t always clear what would be 
expected of us during the delivery itself - 57% of orders needed to be signed for but 31% of the 
retailers did not warn us about this.  
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5. Customers want fast fulfilment 

 
48% of the orders arrived within two working days this year, although larger retailers delivered 
faster – 64% arrived within two working days. 81% of the retailers that gave us an estimated 
delivery timeframe were able to deliver within it.  
 
 
6. Customers want a good doorstep experience 

 
We’ve all heard horror stories about deliveries going wrong and causing hassle for the 
customer, carrier and retailer alike. In our research all of the orders that were delivered to our 
work address arrived safely and, as you will read in the anecdotal evidence in this report, the 
drivers were generally friendly and pleasant, making the delivery hassle-free for the customer.  
 
However, the orders that were delivered to a residential address were a different story. Every 
order was dealt with differently – some were left with a neighbour, some were taken to a post 
office, and some were left on the doorstep. This lack of predictability for a customer not only 
creates a huge amount of hassle for the customer but it puts them off buying online in future. 
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The Pre-delivery Experience 

The purpose of this report is to explore the doorstep experience in more depth. Before we 
move on to this, we thought it would be useful to look more closely at the pre-delivery 
experience – the order has been placed and the customer is waiting for delivery. What 
information were we actually given about where our goods had got to? 
 

How many deliveries included a pre-delivery text message? 

Only 10 of the deliveries were accompanied by some kind of pre-delivery text alert to the 
customer. The content of the text message varied greatly – some allowed the delivery date to 
be changed, others were simply a notification of despatch: 
  

DELIVERY TEXT MESSAGE? No of deliveries % 

No 217 95.6% 

Yes – with an expected delivery timeslot 2 0.9% 

Yes – notifying of dispatch 2 0.9% 

Yes – with expected delivery timeslot & option to change 2 0.9% 

Yes – delivery expected today 2 0.9% 

Yes – with expected delivery date & option to change 1 0.4% 

Yes – your order has arrived at the collection point 1 0.4% 

TOTAL 227 100% 

 

Ryman text alert 
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Dabs text alert 

 

 

 

Mothercare text alert 
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Kiddicare text alerts 
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Halfords text alert 

 

 
 

Paul Smith text alert 
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Tesco Direct text alert 

 

 

 

O2 text alert 
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Littlewoods text alert 

 

 
 

JD Sports text alert 
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Retailer size breakdown of which deliveries included a pre-delivery text message 

 
Were the larger retailers more likely to incorporate pre-delivery text messaging into the 
fulfilment process? The answer is yes: 12% of the larger retailers sent the customer a pre-
delivery text, compared to just 4% of retailers overall.  
 

DELIVERY TEXT MESSAGE? 
Number of 
deliveries 

% 

No 38 88.4% 

Yes – with an expected delivery timeslot 2 4.7% 

Yes – notifying of dispatch 1 2.3% 

Yes – with expected delivery date & option to change 1 2.3% 

Yes – your order has arrived at the collection point 1 2.3% 

TOTAL 43 100% 

 
 

Sector breakdown of which deliveries involved pre-delivery text messages: 

 
Electrical/electronic goods retailers and general retailers (that is, department stores and big 
book mail order retailers) were more likely to send pre-delivery texts – 3 of the 16 electrical 
retailers did so, as did 3 of the 20 general retailers. 2 of the 11 children’s goods retailers did so, 
as did one of the 90 fashion retailers and 1 of the 12 sports goods retailers. 
 
None of the B2B, book, entertainment, gift, homeware, food, or healthcare retailers that we 
tested sent pre-delivery texts. 
 

 
 

  

3

3

2

1
1

Which sectors used pre-delivery text messages?

Electrical

General

Childrens

Fashion

Sport
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The Doorstep Experience  

How many deliveries required electronic proof of delivery (via handheld device)? 

 
Of the 229 orders that were successfully delivered to us on a standard delivery service, 130 
required a signature. Of those, 113 required a signature on an electronic device: 
 

SIGNATURE REQUIRED? Number of deliveries % 

No 97 42.7% 

Yes, on paper 17 7.5% 

Yes, on a handheld device 113 49.8% 

TOTAL 227 100% 

 
 

Retailer size breakdown of which deliveries involved handheld devices 

 
As we can see below, the picture is very similar to the previous table, except that deliveries 
from larger retailers were less likely to require a signature on paper.  
 

SIGNATURE REQUIRED? Number of deliveries % 

No 21 48.8% 

Yes, on paper 1 2.3% 

Yes, on a handheld device 21 48.8% 

TOTAL 43 100% 

 
 

Sector breakdown of which deliveries involved handheld devices 

 
The pie charts overleaf show that some sectors were much likely to require electronic proof of 
delivery – namely Electronics, B2B, Fashion, General (ie department stores and big-book mail 
order retailers) and Homewares.  
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Sector breakdown of which deliveries involved handheld devices: 

 

  

  

  

  

  

  
  

B2B

No

Yes on 
handheld 
device

Gifts

No

Yes on paper

Yes on handheld 
device

Books

No

Food & Wine

No

Electrical

No

Yes on 
handheld 
device

Healthcare

No

Yes on paper

Yes on handheld 
device

Entertainment

No

Yes on 
handheld 
device

Homewares

No

Yes on paper

Yes on handheld 
device

Fashion

No

Yes on paper

Yes on handheld 
device

Childrenswear

No

Yes on paper

Yes on handheld 
device

General

No

Yes on 
handheld 
device

Sports

No

Yes on paper

Yes on handheld 
device
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Did the retailer provide the customer with access to carrier tracking? 

 
The 113 retailers that collected electronic proof of delivery had the potential to provide more 
detailed order tracking than if the goods had not been signed for, or if they had been signed 
for on paper. 
 
However, as the table below shows, only 57% of those retailers surfaced that tracking 
information to the customer in one way or another. The vast majority (41%) put a link in one of 
the automated e-mails that was sent to the customer, but a further 9% put a link in both an e-
mail and in the ‘My Account’ section of the website, and another 8% did not e-mail the link but 
made it available from the website only. 
 

CARRIER TRACKING INFO PROVIDED TO CUSTOMER? 
Number of 
deliveries 

% 

No 48 42.5% 

Yes – a link was provided in an e-mail only 46 40.7% 

Yes – a link from the My Account area of the retailer’s site 9 8% 

Yes – links in both an e-mail and in the My Account area 10 8.8% 

TOTAL 113 100% 

 

Interestingly, nearly every retailer that provided access to carrier tracking information did so 
by taking the customer to the carrier’s own website. Below are examples showing each of the 
thirteen carriers that were used by the 113 retailers: 
 

DHL order tracking  
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Interlink order tracking 

 

 
 

Hermes order tracking 
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City Link order tracking 

 
 

 
 

City Link # 2 
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DPD tracking 

 

 

Walsh Western (Dell) 

 

 
 

Parcelforce order tracking 
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Parcelforce # 2 

 

 
 
 

HDNL order tracking 
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HDN order tracking 

 

 

 

Fedex order tracking 
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UPS order tracking 

 
 
 
However, a few did include that data within their own websites. An example was JJB Sports: 
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Retailer size breakdown of which retailers shared carrier tracking information 

 
43 of the retailers that delivered to us successfully are listed on the IMRG/Hitwise Top 100. Did 
they behave differently to retailers generally? 
 
The larger retailers were much more likely to share the electronic carrier tracking data with the 
customer – 86% did so: 
 

ACCESS TO CARRIER TRACKING PROVIDED TO CUSTOMER? 
Number of 
deliveries 

% 

None 3 14.4% 

Yes – a link was provided in an e-mail only 12 57.1% 

Yes – a link from the My Account area of the retailer’s site 2 9.5% 

Yes – links in both an e-mail and in the My Account area 4 19% 

TOTAL 21 100% 

 
 
Sector breakdown of which retailers shared carrier tracking information 

 

The 229 retailers that we evaluated were grouped into 12 sectors. The electrical goods sector 
was most likely to share carrier tracking data with the customer. The B2B, gift, entertainment, 
and homeware retailers were all less likely to do so. 
 

  

  

  

B2B None

Yes – e-mail link 
only

Yes – links in e-
mail and from 
site

Gifts

None

Yes – link from 
retailer’s site 
only

Electrical

None

Yes – e-mail link 
only

Healthcare
None

Yes – links in e-mail 
and from site

Entertainment

None

Homewares
None

Yes – e-mail link 
only

Yes – link from 
retailer’s site 
only
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How many deliveries offered secure PIN delivery? 

 
The only ‘delivery’ that required us to enter a secure PIN was the Littlewoods order that we 
chose to collect from a local shop as part of the Collect+ service. 
 

Did the device screen represent the retailer brand or the carrier? 

 
All 113 orders requiring electronic proof of delivery were signed for on a screen that either 
contained no branding or branding of the carrier. No retailer branding was clear at all. 
 

Did the driver deliver to the recipient or to anyone at the location?  

 
All of the orders were handed to anyone that answered the door – none of the carriers insisted 
on delivering to the addressee.  
 
In fact, on every order where it was possible to add special delivery instructions we always 
wrote “Please ask for Priya”. Only one driver actually followed those instructions and asked for 
her on his arrival – the rest just ignored the instruction. 
 

Did they take the recipient name, ask you to sign? 

Most of the drivers confirmed that the addressee was at the address before asking the person 
accepting the order for a signature. 

 

Did they deliver on time? 

Deliveries were more likely to arrive on time when electronic proof of delivery was required - 
90% of the orders did so, compared to 88% of deliveries where a paper signature was 
requested or where no signature was needed at all. The full list of late deliveries is shown on 
page 9 of this report. 
 

Fashion None

Yes – e-mail link 
only

Yes – link from 
retailer’s site only

Yes – links in e-
mail and from site

Childrens None

Yes – e-mail 
link only

Yes – link 
from retailer’s 
site only

General None

Yes – e-mail link 
only

Yes – link from 
retailer’s site 
only

Sports None

Yes – e-mail link 
only

Yes – link from 
retailer’s site 
only
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Were you asked any questions on the screen? 

We were not asked any questions at all – we were merely asked to sign and provide a name. 
 

Anecdotal evidence about the drivers 

Carrier Device  Dress Willingness to chat 

Citypost “No device – goods arrived through the normal post” 

Asda 
“Yes, quite smart but 
not new” 

Smart “Nice man, was in a hurry though” 

Citilink “Looked fairly new” OK “Friendly enough” 

DHL driver 
#1 

“Didn’t have one” Neat 
“He was Polish I think so didn’t really speak much 
English.” 
 

DHL driver 
#2 

“Didn’t have one”  “Really clinical, not friendly at all” 

DHL driver 
#3 

“Terrible -had to use 
a biro to sign and the 
screen was all blue” 

 
“Did not speak any English so couldn’t really have a 
conversation.” 

DHL driver 
#4 

“Battered”  “Not very friendly at all” 

DHL driver 
#5 

“Was all scratched”  “Nice man” 

DPD 
“Machine was in 
really good 
condition” 

“Neat and 
tidy” 

“Our regular DPD driver always remembers my 
name. Very friendly and chatty, asked if I had bought 
new shoes; I said yes and that I was treating myself.” 

Fedex driver 
#1 

“Old – covered in 
pen marks” 

 “really talkative and friendly” 

Fedex driver 
#2 

“Good quality”  “nice man, quite chatty” 

HDN “looked newish”  
“Our regular driver comes a lot – he’s really nice, 
always chatty and pleasant” 

Hermes 
driver #1 

  
“Driver comes every day - very friendly guy who 
knows all of our names.” 

Hermes 
driver #2 

“looked worn but not 
in a bad way” 

Smart 
“Really lovely guy, nice smile, was obviously in a rush 
but chatted for a few seconds.” 

Majestic None Very smart “Very friendly man” 

Interlink “looked old”  “Chatty guy, very pleasant” 

Ocado None Very smart 
“Lovely man, took his time to explain everything to 
me as a new customer” 

Parcelforce 
“looked relatively 
new” 

 
“Regular driver, always remembers our names – 
even asked why Priya wasn’t in!” 

Royal Mail 

“Had to sign using a 
biro although the 
machine didn’t have 
any biro on it – it 
looked quite new?” 

 

“Wasn’t very talkative, though not in a rude way, 
just seemed a bit shy. Remembered my name (and 
how to spell it, which as far as I’m concerned is 
impressive).” 
 

Sainsbury’s No 
Smartly 
dressed 

“Bit laid back” 

Tesco No Smart 
“In a huge rush, was gone before I could ask him any 
questions” 

UPS driver 
#1  

“Good condition”  “Didn’t really seem to want to chat” 

UPS driver 
#2 

“Really new-looking”  “Friendly but very quick” 
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The Failed Delivery Experience 

We also placed twelve orders to see what happened when a customer was not at home to sign 
for their delivery. 
 

Carrier Carded? Process to collect? 

Parcelforce 

Yes – a Parcelforce card containing our home 
address, post office address and date was left 

somewhere outside the flat. No indication 
which retailer.  

Went to post office, which was 0.4 miles 
away. Showed a credit card as ID and was 

given parcel.  

Interlink 
No – the driver wrote on the card left by 

Parcelforce above and pushed it through the 
letterbox. 

Went to neighbour and collected it. 

Yodel 
No – the parcel was pushed through the 

letterbox 
n/a 

Hermes 

No – the parcel was dropped through an open 
window (please note that this is the usual way 
that this driver delivers to this flat and there’s 
an unspoken agreement that this is preferred 

by us).  

n/a 

Citylink 

No – after a few days we rang them to find out 
where the order was. Tried to rearrange 

delivery for another address, which was very 
complicated. It still did not arrive so we called 
again. Eventually two orders turned up at the 

alternative address. 

n/a 

TNT 

No – as nothing arrived, we looked at the 
tracking on the website and noted it had been 
returned to depot. Rang them and they told us 

to call Zara and change our address with the 
retailer. Zara would then contact TNT to 

rearrange. Delivery finally arrived 9 days later.   

n/a 

Yodel 
Yes – a card with the delivery number and the 

address where the parcel had been left was 
pushed through the letterbox. 

Went to neighbour and collected it. 

Yodel 
(according to 

tracking) 

No – delivery was left on doorstep with a red 
label attached. 

n/a 

Parcelforce 
Yes – the driver stuck the label to the external 

doorbell of the flat. 

Went to a different post office, 0.7 miles 
away. Showed credit card and was given 

parcel. 

Parcelforce 
Yes – the driver put the card through the 

letterbox 

Went to post office, which was 0.4 miles 
away. Showed a credit card as ID and was 

given parcel. 

Royal Mail No – was left on the doorstep n/a 

UPS 
Yes – the driver put the card through the 

letterbox telling us it was with a neighbour 
Neighbour brought it round. 
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Parcelforce card with Interlink note added 

 

 
 
This Parcelforce card was extremely confusing when we received it. The writing at the top 
suggests the parcel is at a Post Office, while the writing below suggests it is with a neighbour. It 
transpired that the Parcelforce order arrived first, the card was left, and the package taken to 
the Post Office. 
 
The order by Interlink then arrived and the driver used the Parcelforce card to notify us that 
this order was with our neighbour. Very confusing. 
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Home Delivery Network card 

 
 
 

Parcelforce card 
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Parcelforce card 

 

 
 

UPS non-delivery card 
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Conclusion 

The way that consumers buy goods and services has changed dramatically over the past few 
years. Technology now plays a much greater role in how we shop, whether we’re browsing the 
web using our computers and laptops or using our mobile phones.  
 
But as we use web and mobile more and more to shop, we become more demanding about 
how that technology is used to provide us with a better service. We expect detailed order 
tracking. We love getting a text message from a retailer to say our order is coming tomorrow – 
and then we wonder why other retailers don’t do the same thing. We’re delighted when the 
driver knows where to deliver the goods and what to do if we’re not in.  
 
This report shows that there is still a way to go – improvements could be made in the pre-
delivery stages and the management of failed deliveries is still a cause for concern. But by 
working together, we can improve these areas and ensure that home delivery is convenient, 
flexible, and dependable for all. 
 

About Snow Valley 

Snow Valley works with leading multi-channel retailers to help them build and run world-class 
e-commerce operations.  
 
Snow Valley’s e-commerce platform, MUSE, is powering online stores and management 
applications for Soletrader, Dobbies Gardens Centres, Majestic Wines, Clarks Shoes, and 
Liverpool FC among others.  
 
The Snow Valley Insight service provides e-commerce consultancy, research, benchmarking, 
training and analytics to give retailers the intelligence and inspiration they need to grow their 
multi-channel businesses. Visit www.snowvalley.com 
 

About Blackbay 

Blackbay delivers real-time enterprise mobility solutions enabling service and productivity 
improvements to postal, field service and supply chain operations. 
 
The company has significant experience in the enterprise mobility market delivering mobile 
data solutions to a growing list of premium clients including Royal Mail, Hermes, DHL, 
Parcelforce, Australia Post and DPD Ireland. 
 
Blackbay currently has over 65,000 mobile workers and manages in excess of 3,000,000 
deliveries and service visits per day. Its strength is in delivering last-mile mobility solutions that 
enable organisations to improve the delivery experience for consumers through real-time track 
and trace and delivery process management. 
 
For more information visit www.blackbay.com or follow Blackbay on Twitter: 
http://twitter.com/#!/BlackbayLtd 


