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The cost of living squeeze in Britain became a little more 
uncomfortable in the second half of 2017, as inflation rose 
to 3% in October, its highest level since 2012.

According to Deloitte, shoppers have suffered rises in 
clothing prices, particularly for womenswear, plus pricier 
food, petrol and other essentials. With public sector 
wages remaining frozen, and the weak pound following 
the Brexit vote making imports more expensive, it’s little 
wonder that UK retail sales have barely showed any real 
signs of growth, (+0.9% in August 2017. Source: British 
Retail Consortium).

However, despite difficult trading conditions, continued 
growth in e-commerce competition and the threat of 
increased business rates, 85% of all retail sales in the UK 
are still made in physical stores. 

Browsing and paying in-store is still Britain’s favourite way 
to shop. Now though, more than ever, UK retailers need 
to focus on improving their in-store experience in order to 
stave off growing economic pressures. 

The realities of brick and mortar retail

Here at Qudini, we spoke to 2,000 UK shoppers and 
discovered that 35% have had a poor in-store experience 
during the past year. Over the course of the research, 
we looked at areas where retail brands need to make 
improvements in order to maintain customer loyalty. We 
also looked into how they can build trust and advocacy 
with customers. Our goal is to help retailers identify, 
understand and resolve customer experience challenges 
within their stores. 

We already know that UK retailers, on average, lose £15 
billion in potential sales each year due to walkouts from 
their stores (source: Qudini The New Frontier of Customer 
Experience). Now, we can reveal that the causes of these 
walkouts are often transient in nature and fairly easy to fix.

In a slow consumer economy, positive in-store experiences 
and helpful and enthusiastic staff will make the difference 
between having a burgeoning customer base and getting 
good recommendations, or getting complaints and having 
these amplified across multiple channels, leading to 
significant reductions in footfall. 

Imogen Wethered,  
Qudini, co-founder & CEO
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In 2017, Qudini conducted a comprehensive survey with over 2,000 UK consumers to gauge 
their views on the state of the brick and mortar retail industry. We looked to ascertain the frequency and cause of poor 
in-store experiences and how customers are responding. We then extrapolated further interesting insights by analysing 
our fi ndings in relation to gender, generation and geographical responses. 

As part of the survey, we asked shoppers the following three questions:

Londoners are the most likely to 
report a poor customer experience

Long waiting times is the top 
complaint, followed by rude and 
unhelpful staff , unavailable stock and 
unavailable staff 

Store design is less of a concern 
and contributes less to bad 
experiences

Men are more concerned than 
women by unavailable staff  or 
information. Women are more 
likely to complain about rude and 
unhelpful staff , long waiting times 
and lack of available staff 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In the last year, how 
many times have you 
had a poor experience 
in a store or other type 
of retail location?

Q1

Which factors 
contributed to your 
bad experience?

Q2

When faced with a 
bad store experience 
in the past year, what 
mediums have you used 
to complain, if any?

Q3

In	summary,	our	fi	ndings	show	that:

35%

35% report having had a 
poor in-store experience

during the past year 

Men are more likely than women 
to notice poor in-store experiences and 

report more instances as a result

Generation Z and Millennials 
are the most likely to report poor 

in-store experiences. 
Baby Boomers are the least likely

*!?*

88% In the event of a poor experience, 
88% of customers will complain in some way

As many customers will use social media 
as those that do not complain at all

Men and women both respond 
diff erently to poor in-store 
experiences

Millennials are most likely 
to post their complaints on social 
media and least likely to tell 
friends and family

Customers from diff erent regions respond 
diff erently when faced with a bad in-store experience



Of the 2,000 people surveyed, 35% 
reported having had a poor in-store 
experience during the past year.

It appears that these aren’t isolated 
incidents either.

33% of those people who have experienced 
frustrations and poor in-store service, told 
us it had happened more than 10 times over 
a 12-month period.

By Region
People living in London are 42% more likely 
to have had a poor customer experience. 
They are twice as likely to experience 
multiple poor experiences over a 12-month 
period. This is likely due to the higher 
concentration of retail in the UK capital. 

East Midlands’ consumers are 10% more 
likely to have had to deal with a poor in-
store experience and 17% more likely to 
have experienced it regularly. 

On the other hand, people surveyed in the 
North West reported the fewest instances 
of poor customer service, followed by 
customers who shop in Yorkshire, the East 
of England and Wales.

THE FREQUENCY OF 
POOR IN-STORE EXPERIENCES…

Our	fi	rst	question	seeks	to	understand	how	many	
customers are having poor in-store experiences and 
what frequency through asking the question:

In the last year, how many times have you had a poor 
experience in a store or other type of retail location?Q1
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By Gender
Our survey went on to highlight that men are 7% more likely to have 
had at least one bad retail experience, compared with women. 

Men are also 23% more likely to have had more than 10 poor in-store 
experiences over a year-long period.

By Age
The demand for higher service standards amongst the young, plus 
their reluctance to share personal data unless they feel they’re 
getting real brand value in exchange, has spilled over onto the 
high-street retail scene. It’s these shoppers that retail brands need 
to work harder to engage, in order to develop deeper levels of trust 
and loyalty for the long-term.

Generation Z is the largest age demographic to complain, 
with 60% reporting at least one poor customer experience. 

Millennials are the second most dissatisfi ed age group.

Whereas as the baby boomers (55+) report the lowest number and 
an even lower frequency of poor store experiences.

It’s no coincidence that the youth generations are more willing to 
complain than older generations. Their expectations have been 
risen by an ‘always-on’ mobile-fi rst lifestyle, providing them with 
greater choice. Retail brands need to fi ght harder to diff erentiate 
themselves with these youth groups. Brand loyalty means less 
to Millennials and Generation Z. They need to see real value in 
exchange for their custom. 

There is an extremely strong correlation between 

younger age and higher dissatisfaction levels. 

                 Retail brands need 

to fi ght harder to diff erentiate 

themselves with youth groups
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WHY DO POOR 
IN-STORE 
EXPERIENCES 
MATTER?

Reports of the impending death of high-street retail in the 
face of online competition are now believed to be greatly 
exaggerated. 

According to the Omnico Retail Gap Barometer 2016, 
browsing and paying in-store is still the UK’s favourite way 
to shop. 

Despite the growth in digital and 3% infl ation outstripping 
wage growth, 85% of retail sales are still made in physical 
stores (source: Goldman Sachs 2017 Retail). What’s more, 
Goldman Sachs further predicts that this fi gure will only 
drop to around 70% in fi ve years time. 

Millennials and Generation Z are now considered to be 
the most important consumer groups worldwide. As an 
example, by 2020, Millennials will account for one-third 
of America’s consumer spending. The amount of goods 
they purchase will continue to increase by 3% each year 
(source: McKinsey & Company). 

And yet, it’s these smartphone-wielding youngsters who 
report the highest number of complaints in our survey of 
2,000 shoppers, regarding the in-store experience. 

Recent research by specialist retail marketing agency, The 
Market Creative, compared online and in-store shopping 
habits among Millennials.

It discovered that 58% of Millennials visit a physical store 
at some point when making a purchase, particularly for 
items such as furniture, homewares and DIY or gardening 
equipment. 

Nearly one fi fth of Millennials typically research online 
before buying in-store, with 5% researching in-store and 
then buying online. Some 6% mostly shop online but 
collect in-store. 

The Generation Game

A large majority of this generation who grew up in an 
online world, believe that physical stores will survive the 
continued growth in online retail (73%). They cite the 
need to see and try products along with the social aspect 
of shopping. 

A second piece of research by Shoppercentric.com, which 
looks solely at Generation Z shoppers, says that these 
digital natives shop online at least seven times a month. 
They consider a visit to a physical store to be as much 
about the social interaction as the mission to buy. 

According to Shoppercentric.com, Generation Z shoppers 
feel empowered, with nearly a quarter believing they will 
make a diff erence to the future of retailers, compared 
with 17% of shoppers in general. 

They know that they’re being sought after by brands so 
they’ve developed higher expectations of the in-store 
experience and need to be impressed before they’ll agree 
to part with their cash. 

This self-assurance is important because it raises the bar 
on standards. Every customer touchpoint between retailer 
and youth needs to be a positive experience.

      58% of Millennials

visit a physical store at some point 

when making a purchase, particularly 

for items such as furniture, homewares 

and DIY or gardening equipment

6



Men are 7% more likely than women to have had at least one 
bad in-store experience and yet for the fi rst time in the UK, men are 
spending almost as much as women on fashion and accessories, which has led 
to the rise of the ‘Mansumer’ (source: Westfi eld Group’s How We Shop Now). 

42% of Londoners want to be able to reserve online but pay 
and collect in-store (source: Omnico Retail Gap Barometer 2016), and yet 
our survey reports that 42% are also more likely to have had a poor customer 
experience and, twice as likely to have experienced awful in-store service more 
than 10 times over a 12-month period. 

83% of all shopping decisions are made by women (source: 
Buckinghamshire New University). When it comes to consumer spending, what 
a woman thinks and feels about a product or her retail environment is still 
incredibly important. 

Women in the UK spend almost half a billion pounds a week 
shopping online (source: Fast Lane International) and more than 50% use 
shopping apps (source: FullSix Group). As mobile commerce continues to evolve 
the e-commerce landscape, the brick and mortar stores need to fi ght harder to 
retain footfall by enhancing the in-store experience. 

People would not care if 74% of the brands they buy 
disappeared tomorrow (source: Havas Group Meaningful Brands Study 
2017). As consumers, we care more about experiences and how brands enrich 
our lives. If retail brands don’t focus on what’s really important to shoppers, 
they’ll go the way of BHS, Blockbuster and Woolworths and become obsolete.

Five more 
facts of the 
matter

1

2

3

4

5
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Long waiting times are the biggest cause of frustration amongst 
shoppers in the UK, with 51% of the retail customers we surveyed, 
saying that their experience was damaged by queuing. 

A majority of these long wait time complaints were from women, 
a segment responsible for 83% of all shopping decisions (source: 
Buckinghamshire New University). 

The dissatisfaction around long waiting times is followed 
by	rude	and	unhelpful	staff	 	(44.7%),	unavailable	stock	
(43.1%)	and	unavailable	staff	 	(38.9%)

These “Top four causes of a bad retail experience” 
account for 76% of total consumer complaints. 
Interestingly, they are all transient or people based 
issues. With customers considerable less concerned by 
store design and environment.

Retailers have invested heavily in store design and 
improved	retail	fl	ow	over	the	past	decade,	in	order	to	
ensure a smoother customer journey. 

Yet, it now appears that the accelerating impatience of 
our ‘always on’ ‘I want it now’ generations has spilled 
over into more personal frustrations within the in-store 
shopping experience. 

WHAT CAUSES 
POOR STORE EXPERIENCES?

Our next question looks at what key factors impact 
a customer’s experience and which are the most 
problematic for customers.

Which factors contributed to your bad experiences?Q2

Top	fi	ve	causes	of	a	bad	retail	experience

51.1%
Long waiting times

1

44.7%
Rude	/	unhelpful	staff	

2

43.1%
Unavailable stock

3

38.9%
Lack	of	available	staff	

4

14.6%

Diffi	 	cult	to	
navigate store

5
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By Gender
• Almost 38% of men say that they’ve had at least one 

bad experience in a retail store during the last year, 
compared with almost 33% of women.

• Men are more likely to complain about unavailable 
stock or lack of available information.

• Women complain more about long waiting times 
and lack of available staff .

• Women also report signifi cantly higher instances 
of rude and unhelpful staff . They are also more 
concerned about messy store environments.

By Age
• Consumers within the Generation Z (16-24) and older 

Generation X (45-54) age groups are most aff ected 
by the top concern of long waiting times. The older 
Generation X also experiences more instances of rude 
and unhelpful staff  and a lack of available staff .

• Interestingly, the younger end of the Generation X 
(35-44) scale are signifi cantly less concerned by long 
waiting times. A likely reason for this is that they’ve 
grown up in a less impatient, pre-digital world. 

Which cities have the longest 
waiting times?
• Shoppers in Liverpool (58.1%), Brighton (57.9%), 

Birmingham (57.8%), Norwich (57.1%) and Leeds 
(55%) are more likely to complain about long 
waiting times.

• Edinburgh and Newcastle are the least likely to 
complain.

CAUSES OF
POOR IN-STORE EXPERIENCES



• Low stock is most impactful in Northern 
Ireland and the North East. Whereas 
Londoners and the West Midlands are less 
impacted by low stock levels.

• The West Midlands and the South West are 
most impacted by lack of available staff . 
Whereas Scotland, the North West and 
South East are least impacted.

• Customers of Northern Ireland and the 
East and North East of England report 
the greatest dissatisfaction with rude 
and unhelpful staff . Whereas strong 
relationships with staff  are built within East 
Midlands, the Southwest and Scotland.

Other causes of poor 
in-store experiences?
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HOW ARE CUSTOMERS RESPONDING 
TO POOR STORE EXPERIENCES?

Our	fi	nal	question	seeks	to	understand	how	customers	are	
responding in the event of a poor customer experience, as to 
whether they make a complain and what channels they us to do so.

How do people complain?

When faced with a bad store experience in the past 
year. What mediums have you used to complain, if any?Q3

In the event of a poor customer 
experience, 88% of customers will 
complain in some way  (source: Qudini)

• 43% tell their friends and family, either in 
conversation or via text or email.

• 55% complain directly to a staff  member or ask to 
speak to a manager.

• 21% post their dissatisfaction to social media.

• As many customers will use social media to complain 
as those who do not complain at all.
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By Gender
• When faced with a poor in-store experience, women 

are more likely than men to tell a friend or family 
member, either in conversation or by text or email.

• Men are more likely to confront the issue by 
complaining	directly	to	a	staff	 	member	or	a	manager.	

• Men are 18% more likely to post their complaint to 
social media. When this is considered alongside the 
fact that men are also more likely than women to 
notice poor in-store experiences and report more 
instances as a result, the potential impact of social 
media complaints becomes clear. 

By Generation 
• Generation Z (16-24 year olds), older Generation X (45-

54 year olds) and the Baby Boomers (55+) are all more 
likely to tell their friends and family in conversation.

• Both young and old Generation X are most likely to 
confront the issue by complaining directly to a staff  
member or a manager.

• Millennials are most likely to post their complaint 
to social media as the way they communicate has 
changed with the evolution of social networks.

• Generation Z and the Baby Boomers are both most 
likely to suppress their complaints.

By Region
• Customers in London, Scotland, East Midlands and West Midlands are more likely 

to complain directly to a staff  member or manager than they are to tell friends 
and family.

• Customers in the North East, London and the South West, are more likely to post 
their complaint to social media and the least likely to suppress their complaints.



WHAT IMPACT 
CAN THE 
WAY PEOPLE 
COMPLAIN 
HAVE?

Telling friends and family 
in conversation or by email 
and text 
Peer-to-peer recommendations amongst interconnected 
social circles will have a signifi cant ripple eff ect and 
impact on brand reputation. According to Accenture, 76% 
of people trust the opinion of people they know well. This 
could have the biggest negative eff ect on the reputation 
of local stores in smaller towns, with tighter communities.

Complaining directly to a 
member	of	staff	 	or	manager
Poor experiences communicated directly to staff  or 
management have a knock-on eff ect on staff  morale and 
productivity. If management is dealing with individual 
complaints, they aren’t managing the store. This could 
lead to a reduction in sales, increased staff  churn and, 
ultimately higher costs associated with recruitment and 
day-to-day operations. 

Posting to social media 
Men are 18% more likely to post their complaint to social 
media and 23% more likely to have had more than 10 poor 
in-store experiences over a year-long period. The potential 
ripple eff ect of these social media posts is huge.

According to EY’s Cost of Complaining report, each social 
post is seen by an average of 200 people, with 60% 
being infl uenced by what they read. That’s 120 potential 
customers infl uenced by just a single customer complaint. 

So, if a retailer has a footfall of 1,000 customers a month 
and 22% of those who experience at least one poor 
experience use social media to complain, that’s 55 people a 
week. These posts are seen by 11,000 users and potentially 
infl uence 6,600 people. Over a year, these posts are seen 
by up to 572,000 people, with around 343,000 potential 
customers persuaded to no longer visit that store. 

Men are 18% 

more likely to post their 

complaint to social media 
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The number of complaints made in the retail sector leapt 
by 30% to two million in 2016, costing shops more than 
£10 billion, according to recent findings. 

The findings form part of the fourth annual Consumer 
Action Monitor 2017, an initiative by the UK Ombudsman 
Service - the independent body which provides dispute 
resolution. 

This annual report, designed to shock businesses into 
addressing their approach to customer service, states that 
the retail sector received around a quarter (24%) of all 
complaints made through the UK Ombudsman Service.

The fact that the top four out of five challenges (which 
account for 76% of UK customer complaints) reflect more 
transient, personal matters is good news for retailers. 

These are areas that can easily be improved upon, 
without the need for significant financial investment. 
Improvements can be made with technology, enhanced 
processes and staff training. 

 Long waiting times 

Queue times can be addressed via analysis and a better 
understanding of footfall patterns. 

Technology such as Qudini’s Queue Management 
System will place customers in a digital line - managing 
expectations without impacting on staff resources. 
Customers can even avoid queuing altogether by pre-
booking their visit online. 

	 			Rude	and	unhelpful	staff	

Training staff to be positive at all times and able to 
support customers, regardless of their stresses, is 

The true cost of customer complaints? 

What can be done about it?  

Some 28% of people reported losing brand loyalty after 
receiving bad customer service, while almost four in five 
(79%) said that they would be unlikely to shop with a 
brand again if a complaint they submitted was treated 
badly. 

“This cost demonstrates that consumers are choosing to 
vote with their feet and leave retail brands that do not 
provide them with an acceptable standard of customer 
service.” 

Chief Ombudsman, Lewis Stand Smith

essential. Staff members should also understand the 
benefits to them of how being polite and helpful 
enhances morale and personal happiness, by reducing 
customer complaints. 

 Unavailable stock 

Technology should be used by retailers to optimise 
stock management. If stock is unavailable at certain 
stores, retailers need to be able to see if products can be 
purchased or ordered from other stores in the group. 

	 		Lack	of	available	staff	

It is important for customers to be able to access staff, as 
and when they’re required. 

Qudini’s request assistance technology, enables customers 
to call a staff member for help at the click of a button. This 
ensures that staff are available when they’re needed by a 
customer, but are also able to remain productive on other 
tasks, without feeling a need to remain fixed to a desk or 
store area, idly waiting for customers.

THE COST OF CUSTOMER 
COMPLAINTS AND WHAT CAN  
BE DONE ABOUT IT 

*!?*
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In this retail revolution, we work closely with retailers to transform their in-store experiences to 
boost sales, streamline operations and create lasting, valuable customer relationships.

Our enterprise Customer Experience Management solutions enable you to manage and connect 
with your customers across multiple journeys and channels, all within a single platform, using:

Walk-in & Queue Management

Multi-Channel Appointment Bookings

Click & Collect Management

Collection & Repair Management 

Request Assistance

Workshop & Event Bookings

 
WE’RE QUDINI  
AND WE’RE HERE TO HELP 

Let’s design your customer experience
If you’d like to discuss how enhanced in-store experiences could open up 
new possibilities for your business, get in touch at info@qudini.com
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THANK YOU FOR READING OUR WHITEPAPER
If you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to get in touch with our team who will be more than happy to help. 

info@qudini.com


