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Winning the Returns Economy:  
How Intelligent Systems Turn Reverse  
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Reverse Engineering Reverse Logistics Through Intelligent Systems 

A strategic exploration of how artificial intelligence is reimagining product returns as  
engines of profitability, sustainability, and customer loyalty. 
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Executive Summary 

For decades, reverse logistics has been viewed as a cost center and a burden to be 
minimized. Yet every returned product contains embedded value and information 
waiting to be unlocked. The convergence of artificial intelligence capability, circular 
economy imperative, and evolving customer expectations has created a historic 
moment. 

Intelligent systems are transforming reverse logistics from a headache, drag on 
revenues, and often overlooked industry into a strategic asset. Rather than simply 
processing returns, organizations can now harness the intelligence embedded in 
return data to optimize product lifecycle value, prevent future returns, improve 
customer relationships, and accelerate progress toward circular economy goals. 

The transformation begins with a shift in perspective: from "How do we process this 
return?" to "What is this return telling us? Where is the value? How can we learn and 
adapt?" 

 

The Opportunity: Visibility Creates Value 

Why Now Matters 

Regulatory pressure is increasing globally through Extended Producer Responsibility 
mandates. Consumer expectations for seamless returns experiences have risen 
dramatically. Artificial intelligence now enables visibility and optimization that was 
impossible five years ago. 

Most critically, the rich data embedded in returns flows: patterns about product 
quality, customer preferences, market demand, and circular opportunities remains 
largely invisible in today's systems. This represents not just an operational challenge 
but a massive intelligence gap. 

What Intelligent Systems Unlock 

When artificial intelligence analyzes return patterns in aggregate, it reveals what was 
previously hidden. Which products are returned most frequently and why? Which 
customers are most satisfied because they rarely return? Which inventory items risk 
becoming obsolete? 

Predictive capabilities enable organizations to anticipate return patterns before they 
emerge, address quality issues at the source, and adjust inventory strategies for 
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items with predictable return patterns. This shifts the entire industry from reactive to 
predictive. 

 

The Systems Transformation 

Optimizing Value Recovery 

Every returned product contains value waiting to be recovered: the material itself, 
refurbishment potential, resale opportunity, recycled material content. Yet in reactive 
systems, products are often routed based on simple rules rather than intelligent 
analysis of where they create the most value. 

An intelligent system asks: Given this product's condition and characteristics, what is 
the optimal path to maximize total value recovery? The answer might be rapid 
refurbishment and resale, secondary market liquidation, responsible recycling with 
material recovery, or repair and return to inventory. 

When value recovery is optimized intelligently, multiple outcomes improve 
simultaneously: revenue increases, costs decrease, sustainability improves, and 
customer satisfaction rises. 

Building Genuinely Circular Business Models 

True circularity extends far beyond recycling. It means products and materials are 
designed, used, collected, and reintroduced into production cycles with minimal 
waste and maximum value retention. Intelligent systems make this economically 
viable at scale. 

Transparent tracking creates the foundation for radical accountability. Every product 
can be traced from return through final disposition. Customers see what happened 
to their returned item. Regulators receive evidence of responsible recovery. 
Organizations can make data-driven sustainability claims backed by actual evidence. 

New economic models emerge when organizations can recover value through 
multiple pathways: the original sale, refurbished resale at lower price points, 
component harvesting, material recovery and recycling revenue, and data insights 
sold back to manufacturers. This creates a fundamentally different economic picture 
than traditional linear supply chains. 

 

Extending a Strategic Advantage  
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Customer Satisfaction as Competitive Differentiator 

How an organization handles returns has become a critical brand differentiator. 
Customers demand a seamless returns experience from brands, yet customers wait 
on average 6 days to get their money back once a return is processed. Often, these 
loyal customers conduct their own audit of their bank account to verify that they 
have been refunded. By capturing product quality data while the returned product is 
still in the customers’ home, organizations can transparently share the status of a 
return, offer instant refunds if the quality threshold is met, and maintain a simple 
return process.  

This creates a virtuous cycle: better returns experiences build customer loyalty, 
increase lifetime value, and reduce the cost of customer acquisition. Remember that 
time when you returned an item and had no idea when you’re getting your money 
back? Those days are over. 

Profitability Aligned with Sustainability 

For most organizations, sustainability goals have felt like a cost burden. Intelligent 
reverse logistics transforms this relationship. By maximizing total value recovered 
from every product, organizations simultaneously improve their bottom line and 
reduce their environmental impact.  

Building Organizational Resilience 

By analyzing returns data in context with external signals, intelligent systems identify 
early warnings of supply chain disruptions, quality issues, market shifts, or customer 
satisfaction problems. Organizations with this visibility are less likely to be surprised. 
They have more time to respond. They can take preventive action rather than 
reactive action. 

 

Implementation Framework 

Phase 1: Foundation Building 

Implement systems that create comprehensive data about your reverse supply 
chain, otherwise stated, “you can’t improve what you don’t measure”. Establish 
governance structures that allow data to flow across organizational silos. Build 
foundational analytics that create visibility into current state: What products are 
being returned? Why? Where do they go?  

Phase 2: Intelligent Routing & Customer Scanning 
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With foundational data in place, the next phase focuses on intelligent routing 
powered by machine learning. These models analyze every returned product to 
determine the most profitable next step, whether refurbishment, resale, or recycling. 
The result is a direct lift in recovery value, margin performance, and sustainability 
outcomes. 

Introducing customer scanning represents a behavioral shift, but one with outsized 
returns. Asking customers to scan their product before returning it provides instant 
data on the item’s condition and eligibility. This single step enables faster refunds, 
reduces unnecessary shipments, and instantly builds transparency. Customers gain 
easier experiences and quicker outcomes, while retailers cut costs, optimize routing 
decisions, and reinforce brand trust. The simplicity of this step drives a ripple effect of 
efficiency, loyalty, and revenue improvements across the entire return ecosystem.  

Phase 3: Predictive Analytics 

Expand to predictive capabilities that forecast return patterns and flag emerging 
signals. Use these predictions to drive preventive action upstream in product design, 
manufacturing, customer communication, or inventory planning. 

Phase 4: Continuous Optimization 

Create feedback loops that continuously refine algorithms based on actual 
outcomes. Build systems that autonomously make recommendations and flag 
opportunities for human review, including anomalous return patterns, serial 
returners, and other concerning behaviors that may adversely affect the business. 

 

Unlocking Possibilities in Returns 

Imagine an organization where reverse logistics has been fully transformed. A 
customer returns a product. The organization captures complete data about that 
return. Artificial intelligence immediately analyzes it, updates demand forecasts, 
identifies any signals suggesting quality issues, and determines the optimal path for 
value recovery. 

The organization has superior visibility into what customers actually want and need. 
It prevents future returns before they happen. It recovers value from returned 
products far more efficiently than competitors. It makes genuine progress toward 
circular economy goals backed by actual data. It offers customers an experience that 
builds loyalty rather than eroding it. 
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This vision is already within reach. The technology is proven, the infrastructure is 
established, and the opportunity belongs to the organizations ready to lead the 
change. 

 

Get to Know the Founder 

During my time at Nike, I was struck by how much value was lost in the return 
process. Every return seemed like an afterthought, a logistical challenge rather than 
a chance to learn, recover value, or enhance the customer experience. This problem 
stayed with me as I studied at Harvard Business School, where I focused on building 
a system that could create real, sustainable change in retail. 

Eager to find a solution, I continued my journey researching at MIT. There, my 
research brought the scale of the opportunity into sharper focus. With the technical 
foundation to design new approaches, I began developing a tech stack centered on 
data science and machine learning for reverse logistics. Recognizing the 
transformative potential of these ideas, one of my professors encouraged me to 
share my vision more widely. That advice led me to the TED stage, where I spoke 
about the power of intelligent returns and the path to a more circular retail future in 
this TedTalk. 

Now, as the founder of Skiply, my mission is to help retailers turn returns into an 
engine for loyalty, efficiency, and sustainability. This vision was shaped by industry 
experience, rigorous research, and a desire to create a new standard for returns. 

​ Anthony Martore      

​ ​     Founder, Skiply          anthony@skiply.ai​  LinkedIn ​
​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​                      
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