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Executive Summary
In the heating spares industry, part returns are often viewed as an operational inconvenience—part of

doing business. But the true cost is far greater than just the logistics of handling a returned item.

Behind each return is a trail of lost margin, wasted staff time, and most importantly, a risk to customer

loyalty.

This white paper explores the financial and reputational impact of returns on heating spare stockists, 

breaks down the root causes, and provides a framework for identifying and reducing these costly 

inefficiencies.



Cost Item

5. Lost Supplier Credit

 Total Estimated Cost

1. Restocking Fee (lost

revenue)

4. Shipping/Logistics (if

applicable)

3. Repackaging Materials

6. Inventory

depreciation/obsolescence

2. Labour Cost (handling &

admin)

£1 – £3

£3 – £7

£5 – £15

£7 – £12

£0 – £10

£3 – £10

£19 – £57

Estimated Cost Notes

Box, wrapping, labels, etc.

Return shipping or courier

handling

Some parts not accepted

back by supplier or incur

penalties

If the part is slow-moving or 

outdated

Based on 20–30% of a £25–

£50 part

Staff time to inspect, process,

re-enter into stock

Varies depending on how and

when the return happens

With return rates across the industry averaging 8–12%, a stockist processing just 1,000 parts per

month could be losing between £1,500 and £6,000 monthly—before even accounting for lost future

business.

➤

The Real Cost of a Returned Part

Returns don’t just hit the books in one place—they bleed across departments.

Average Return Processing Cost Breakdown (per returned part). The true cost of processing a

single returned part includes:



Metric

Average Cost of a Return

Return Cost as % of AOV

Average Order Value (AOV) £80 – £160

Estimated Value

£19 – £57

12% – 71% depending on return complexity 

and order value

In the heating spares industry, the average number of returned spare parts per month can vary

significantly based on factors such as company size, product range, and customer base. While

specific industry-wide data is limited, general return rates in the retail sector typically range from 8%

to 12%. Applying this to a stockist handling 1,000 spare parts orders monthly, one might expect 

approximately 80 to 120 returns per month. 

However, it's important to note that return rates can differ based on the nature of the products and the 

effectiveness of inventory management practices. Implementing efficient spare parts management 

strategies can help reduce return rates and associated costs. 

Comparison: Average Order Value vs. Cost of a Return



A single return could wipe out over a third of
the profit.

Key Insight:

Even at the higher end of the AOV (£160), a single return could wipe out over a third of the profit

—especially when margins are already tight in the heating spares sector.

At the lower end of the AOV (£80), the cost of one return could represent more than 50% of the 

order value, especially if admin and restocking processes are inefficient.

Business Implication:

High return rates don’t just slow things down—they dramatically cut into profitability. If a stockist 

experiences even a modest 8–12% return rate, it can easily reduce monthly profit by thousands, 

equivalent to hundreds of lost full-value orders.

A single return could wipe out over a 

third of  the profit



Returns in the heating spares industry are rarely the result of carelessness. More often, they’re a

byproduct of inefficient systems, limited resources, and a high-pressure environment where speed

matters and tools don’t always match the task.

From counter staff to engineers, everyone is trying to get it right—but without streamlined support, 

errors are inevitable.

1. Manual Part Identification and Entry

Many customers begin their part search with a quick Google lookup or by cross-referencing PDFs 

and old manuals. While this can be helpful, the next step—manually entering the part number into job 

systems or order forms—is where problems arise.

A single mistyped digit can lead to an incorrect part being ordered and delivered.

Example: An installer Googles a diverter valve for a boiler and copies the part number into an email 

or form. One number is off. The wrong part is supplied. The engineer discovers the issue on-site, the 

job is delayed, and the stockist is left handling the return and re-order process.

2. Lack of Standardised Ordering Tools

Across the counter, there’s often no single method for capturing part requests. Orders come in by 

phone, scribbled notes, verbal descriptions or electronically—sometimes with minimal details or 

vague boiler references.

Without a centralised parts identification system, the process is inconsistent and highly dependent on 

individual experience and data accuracy. If the customer isn’t confident—or if details are missed—

mistakes happen, and returns follow. Also, one can ask ‘is this information current?’.

3. Limited Spares Specialist Availability

Most stockist branches rely heavily on one or two highly experienced spares specialists—people 

who have spent years building product knowledge and instinctively know which part is needed, even 

with limited information. These individuals are invaluable assets to the business. 

As senior staff retire or move on, it’s becoming more difficult to find replacements with the same level 

of technical knowledge and experience. The pool of skilled spares specialists is shrinking, and 

training new staff to that level takes time most branches don’t have.

If your specialist is off sick, on holiday, or simply busy helping another customer, things slow down. 

Customers wait longer, service quality dips, and the chance of errors or incorrect parts being supplied 

increases.

Without a way to equip the rest of the team with the tools and knowledge to support customers, 

the business becomes over-reliant on one or two people—and that’s a risk no modern branch can 

afford.

Root Causes: Why Are Returns So Common?



One wrong part could cost your customer
over £300

Customer Impact: More Than Just an Inconvenience

A single incorrect part doesn’t just cause a minor delay—it derails the day for your customer

One wrong part could cost your customer over £300—and cost you their loyalty. That’s why 

getting it right first time isn’t a bonus—it’s a business necessity.

Business Impact:

Even 2–3 incorrect parts per week can cost an installer £1,000+ per month in lost time and 

revenue.

This impacts their own profit margins and project timelines.

Reputational Damage:

Installers and engineers rely on stockists to provide speed and accuracy. A single incorrect part can 

make them appear unprofessional to their clients, risking future business.

Eroding Loyalty:

If errors happen frequently—or resolution is slow—customers may start shopping elsewhere. The 

specialist relationships built over years can be undone by operational inefficiency.

One wrong part could cost your customer 

over £300



Accuracy at the counter isn’t just about good service—it’s directly tied to the bottom line. Every time

the wrong part is supplied, the consequences go beyond an awkward return. There’s lost time for

staff, wasted trips for engineers, and additional admin that eats into everyone’s day.

The Time to Fix This Is Now. Every wrong part is a hit to your profit—and your customer’s patience.

Here’s how to stop the profit leakage and take more control over your stores expenditure. Relying on

memory or guesswork—whether from customers or counter staff—is a risk your store can’t afford. 

Without proper parts identification tools, one small mistake can lead to bigger consequences.

Stop Guesswork—Train with the Right Tools. Don’t leave part selection to chance. Upskill your 

staff and customers using modern tools that guide them to the right part, first time. Less confusion, 

fewer callbacks, more trust.

Track Every Return—Then Eliminate the Patterns. You can’t fix what you don’t measure. Start 

tracking returns by source, product, and customer type to spot repeat issues and stop them at the 

root.

Don’t Rely on Just One Expert—Make Your Whole Team Confident. If only one person knows the 

parts system, you’re vulnerable. Give your team the tools and training to support customers 

confidently—even when your specialist is away.

Opportunities for Improvement

Margin Compression: With shrinking returns on each transaction, small inefficiencies can tip the

balance into loss.

Increased Operating Costs: Time spent resolving returns is time not spent selling or servicing 

new orders.

Talent Dependency: Over-reliance on one or two experienced staff creates risk when those

individuals are unavailable or retire. 

Customer Churn: Lost confidence leads to lost customers, often silently, and often for good.

Long-Term Risks to the Stockist



What often goes unrecognised is the real cost of inefficiency—especially in smaller stockists,

where day-to-day pressures leave little time for deep analysis. When tools are presented that could

alleviate the recurring pain points of part errors and returns, the conversation frequently narrows to 

upfront cost rather than long-term return on investment. It’s an understandable instinct, but one 

that can lead to missed opportunities. As a result, software with the potential to make a significant 

impact is sometimes dismissed before its true value is understood.

These aren’t one-off issues. They accumulate silently, day after day—and they cost money.

That’s why many stores are turning to digital parts lookup tools like PartsArena TradeCounter. 

Systems that streamline the process, reduce guesswork, and give all team members a reliable way to 

identify the correct part. When used properly, these tools reduce the chance of simple human error—

the kind that leads to stock returns, frustrated customers, and lost margin.

The benefits ripple across the operation:

Mis-picks at the counter are reduced

Customer queries are resolved faster

Team members don’t have to rely on a single experienced specialist

Return rates, admin tasks, and internal pressure all begin to fall

Working Smarter: The Silent Cost Of Parts Returns

Don’t Let Upfront Cost Distract From The Long-Term Value

It’s easy to hesitate when a digital tool comes with a price tag. But the true question isn’t “Can we

afford this?”—it’s “How much are our current inefficiencies already costing us?”

One incorrect part per week can cost the store £1,500–£2,000 annually

Time lost resolving avoidable errors often goes untracked—but still hits margins

Reputational damage from delays or mistakes is much harder to fix

Consider:

https://www.partsarena.com/tradecounter-for-stores/
https://www.partsarena.com/tradecounter-for-stores/


When you weigh the numbers, the logic becomes clear: small investments in smarter systems can 

save far more than they cost.

Digital tools don’t replace good people—they support them. They reduce unnecessary pressure, build 

consistency, and allow your staff to work with greater confidence. In an environment where speed, 

accuracy, and service matter, efficiency is no longer a nice-to-have—it’s a requirement. And that’s 

where technology becomes less of an expense, and more of a safeguard.

Below is an example of ROI versus the upfront cost of PartsArena TradeCounter:

It’s not just about spending less. It’s about
running smarter

Key Insight:

If key parts identification tools like PartsArena TradeCounter prevents even one return per month, it’s 

already paying for itself. If it helps serve customers quicker and makes them more loyal—it’s 

delivering even more value.

This is one of the lowest-cost, highest-impact investments a stockist can make.

https://www.partsarena.com/tradecounter-for-stores/
https://www.partsarena.com/tradecounter-for-stores/


In the competitive, fast-moving world of heating spares, it’s easy to overlook the gradual drain caused

by small, recurring inefficiencies. But over time, manual errors, misidentified parts, and duplicated

effort quietly erode margins, stretch staff, and test customer patience.

Taking the time to step back and analyse where those inefficiencies are happening—and what they’re 

costing—isn’t just worthwhile, it’s essential. Often, the fix doesn’t require an overhaul—just a relatively 

small, strategic investment in the right tools.

By improving accuracy, reducing reliance on key individuals, and supporting staff with better systems, 

stockists can unlock greater efficiency, better service, and more confident teams.

In short, it’s not just about spending less. It’s about running smarter. And that’s where real 

value is found.

Conclusion: Efficiency Isn’t Just a Cost Saver—It’s a Growth

Strategy

It’s not just about spending less. It’s about running

smarter. 
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About PartsArena TradeCounter 

PartsArena TradeCounter is a purpose-built digital tool designed to support heating spares stockists at

the point of sale. It provides counter staff with fast, accurate access to exploded boiler diagrams, parts

lists, and technical data—helping them identify the correct part in seconds. TradeCounter 

simplifies the identification process, reduces reliance on senior specialists, and ensures customers 

are supplied with the right part first time. With intuitive search functions and access to a trusted 

database of manufacturer-approved information, it improves accuracy, boosts service speed, and 

reduces costly returns—all within a familiar, easy-to-use interface tailored for retail environments.
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Charlotte Street Bristol,
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Since 1996, Infomill has specialised in transforming complex data into powerful, user-friendly

technical information systems for field service technicians across the globe. We’ve partnered with

leading names in safety-critical sectors including gas, rail, aerospace, and automotive—delivering

solutions that improve accuracy, safety, and efficiency. Our team brings deep domain expertise, with 

each Infomill data specialist averaging over 20 years of experience in managing and structuring 

technical content.

In January 2023, Infomill became part of Vela Industries, a global provider of software solutions 

across multiple vertical markets. This acquisition enables Infomill to maintain its independence while 

benefiting from shared knowledge, innovation, and collaboration within the Vela group.

www.infomill.com
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