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2 O Editor’s introduction

Executive summary
KEY FINDINGS
• Nearly half of retailers rate warehouse
management as 9 out of 10 in terms
of its importance to their overall
business success
• Almost three-quarters of retailers have
warehouse management as a focus for
their business this year
• Only a third of retailers say their order
fulﬁlment capabilities are better than
their competitors
• Less than half of retailers rate
satisfaction with their warehouse
management systems at 7 out of 10
or higher
• The two biggest challenges facing
warehouse management progress this
year are affordability and cost
• Half of retailers fear loss of sales
through not having a ﬁt for
purpose WMS

ABOUT THE EDITOR
Liz Morrell is an experienced
retail and business news and
features journalist who has more
than 15 years’ experience of
writing about the retail sector.
She is a former features editor
of Retail Week where she spent
more than 9 years as a full-timer.
She loves all things retail but just
wishes her “research” (insert
shopaholic tendencies here)
didn’t cost her quite so much.
.

I

n the forward-facing business of retail the
warehouse is often the one part of the business
that can be the most neglected. It doesn’t directly
touch the consumer so the need to invest time and
money into it can ignored by some.
But to do so is at their peril. Too often retailers’ minds only turn
to warehouse management at times of stress and step-change: when
they are dealing with peak order levels, new lines, new territories,
new service capabilities or where efficiencies are sought – or god
forbid where catastrophe has struck.
And yet it’s a subject that should be top of mind at all time,
since the role of fulfilment is quite literally at the heart of a retail
business.
Without great fulfilment all other promises made to the customer
mean nothing – great product, great prices and even great service
are wiped out if a retailer simply cannot get their product to the
customer efficiently, correctly and on time.
In this whitepaper, produced in collaboration with our partner
Snapfulfil, we wanted to examine further this central function to
better understand the role of the warehouse management system in
everyday business; how retailers are using their WMS to cope with
planned and expected growth and how they are dealing with the
unexpected, as well as looking at how they are dealing with bigger
changes and the strain that can create.
Do retailers have as strong a heart at the centre of their business
as they should? This is a question that we addressed in our retailer
survey – gathering market sentiment and thoughts from our
readers. A big thank you to those who took part and helped to
share their views in this whitepaper. The key findings are explained
in more detail in the following pages, while in our retailer focus
section the examples of retailers at all stages of WMS deployment
will help you understand the current state of the
market further.
Liz Morrell
Research editor
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Where supply and
demand meet head-on

A

s the place where supply and
demand meet head-on, the
warehouse is at the very heart of
any e-commerce retail business.
Unfortunately, this is rarely
UHÀHFWHGZKHQLWFRPHVWRUHWDLOHUV¶LQYHVWPHQWSODQV
with improvements in warehouse operations often taking a back seat to
customer facing areas of the business.
Of course, customers don’t see what goes on within the four walls of
the warehouse. However, they certainly do notice when it goes wrong
DQGDQRUGHULVQ¶WIXO¿OOHGSURSHUO\ZLWKIHZSUHSDUHGWRR̆HUUHWDLOHUVD
VHFRQGFKDQFHWRPDNHD¿UVWLPSUHVVLRQ:LWKUHWDLOJLDQWVOLNH$PD]RQ
FRQWLQXDOO\UDLVLQJWKHEDURQRUGHUIXO¿OPHQWHYHQVPDOOHURUJDQLVDWLRQV
PXVWEHDEOHWRR̆HUVLPLODUVHUYLFHOHYHOVLQRUGHUWRFRPSHWHGHVSLWH
their smaller scale.
Maintaining these service levels during periods of peak demand is also
critical. We often see retailers who have operations that can just about
cope for eight months of the year but struggle under the pressure of peak.
To get orders out of the door, they often end up throwing people at the
problem.
%XWZLWKD̆RUGDEOHODERXULQVKRUWVXSSO\HVSHFLDOO\LQSDUWVRIWKH
country where there is a high concentration of warehousing, they may end
XSSD\LQJRYHUWKHRGGVWRDWWUDFWWKHH[WUDVWD̆WKH\QHHGRUPD\QRWJHW
WKHTXDOLW\RIVWD̆WKH\ZRXOGOLNH
The shortage of suitable warehouse property has also been well
SXEOLFLVHGPDNLQJLWDOOWKHPRUHLPSRUWDQWWRVTXHH]HHYHU\ODVWGURSRI
capacity out of existing facilities.
(̆HFWLYHZDUHKRXVHPDQDJHPHQWLVDERXWGRLQJPRUHZLWKWKHVDPHRU
less resources - for example, one of our customers is now handling double
the volume with around 30% less people, while others thought
they needed a bigger warehouse but, by working smarter, have been able
to stay put and get more out of the premises they had. Others yet are
looking at opportunities to open up spare capacity to third parties to
increase revenues.
Retailers can have the best marketing strategies, product selection
and web front ends but without back end technologies and processes
WRDFFXUDWHO\DQGFRVWH̆HFWLYHO\IXO¿ORUGHUVWKH\FDQQRWDFKLHYHWKHLU
growth potential – getting it wrong or spending too much on getting it
right are both extremely damaging.
'HOLYHULQJWKHUHTXLUHGVHUYLFHOHYHOVZKLOHVWLOOPDNLQJDSUR¿WUHTXLUHV
a streamlined, scalable warehouse operation and with cloud technology
and Software as a Service lowering the barriers to entry, implementing a
best of breed warehouse management system is a great place to start.
Tony Dobson
Managing director
Snapfulfil
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4 O State of the market

Understanding the
need for a WMS

T

THE PROS AND CONS
OF DIFFERENT
WMS TYPES
• Paper-based: Low/no cost but
inefﬁcient and error prone
• Simple transactional systems that
mainly manage inventory: Low cost
but only capture stock information and
don’t drive efﬁcient processes
• Bolt-ons to ERP: An add-on to an
enterprise resource planning system
which is often provided as a speciﬁc
module. It is a cheaper option but
businesses will often quickly outgrow it
and it doesn’t provide the functionality
of a full WMS
• Best of breed: Can be either onpremise or cloud. More expensive
but deliver signiﬁcant efﬁciency/
productivity improvements through
real-time, system-directed processes
• On-premise: Hosted on customer’s
own servers. Can be high cost, long
implementation timeframe, requires
high levels of internal IT support,
upgrades problematic and expensive
• Cloud: Hosted in the cloud. Shared
infrastructure – historically concerns
over data security and speed/resiliency.
Quicker implementation, low/no internal
IT resource required, cost effective,
ﬂexible/scalable, upgrades included

he role of the warehouse within a retailer’s business
has changed hugely. Where once the focus was
simply on shipping goods to store in bulk today the
ZDUHKRXVHPXVWIXO¿ODZKROHUDQJHRIUROHV±IURP
store deliveries to individual item picks that could be
scheduled for anything from same to next day delivery.
The warehouse really has become the beating heart of the business –
LWVKHDOWKUHÀHFWLQJRQWKHUHVWRIWKHUHWDLOHU¶VDELOLW\WRSHUIRUP
(̇FLHQWPDQDJHPHQWRIZDUHKRXVHRSHUDWLRQVKDVWKHUHIRUHQHYHU
been more critical – especially with pressure on existing space and a
QHHGWRFRQWUROFRVWVDQGGULYHḢFLHQFLHVRXWRIRSHUDWLRQV
where possible.
%XWLWLVQ¶WMXVWDERXWVL]H5HWDLOHUVQHHGVPDUWHUDQGIDVWHU
warehouses not just bigger. They need to do more with the same – or in
an ideal world less – resources if they are to remain competitive not only
ZLWKWKHLUFORVHVWSHHUVEXWZLWKUHWDLOJLDQWVWRR(̇FLHQF\DQGDFFXUDF\
is key.
“To have a stable, up to date WMS has become an integral component
of any successful retailer these days,” says Jason Thornton, head of
operations at Vision Direct, Europe’s leading online retailer of contact
lenses and eye care products.
With his customers rapidly moving to an expectation of next day and
same day delivery then knowing a WMS can deliver on the promise
E\ḢFLHQWO\PDQDJLQJWKHURXWHRIJRRGVIURPWKHZDUHKRXVHWRWKH
customer is vital. “To go through a check out basket, online or instore
RQO\WR¿QGWKHRUGHUFDQQRWEHIXO¿OOHGGXHWRRXWRIVWRFNRUEDFNRUGHU
is dealt with a heavy sword these days, given the advances of social media
and online customer feedback,” says Thornton.
“A key to this is the WMS, knowing how much you have, where it
is, and any details that must be maintained through the supply chain
journey. The WMS has to handle the demand end to end – including
UHFHLSWVWRUDJHSLFNSDFNDQGGHVSDWFK&RQ¿GHQFHLQWKHV\VWHPPXVW
never be underestimated,” he says.
6\VWHPVFDQYDU\KXJHO\KRZHYHUDFFRUGLQJWRDUHWDLOHU¶VVL]HVFDOH
and sophistication – comprising anything from paper-based systems or
spreadsheets developed from an initial need to best of breed applications
ZKLFKR̆HUJUHDWHUIXQFWLRQDOLW\DQGGHOLYHUPRUHEHQH¿WV
The state of the market today
Warehouse management has to be at the heart of a retailer’s
operations and it therefore came as little surprise that nearly 8 out of 10
(79%) respondents to our survey rated it as 7 out of 10 or higher in terms
of warehouse management’s importance to overall business success.
Almost half (48%) of those surveyed rated its importance as 9 out of
10 or more, showing that a large proportion don’t just see it as being an
important part of their businesses’ success but a vital one.
“The game has changed for many retailers who have moved from
shipping small numbers of large orders to picking and shipping large
numbers of small orders,” says Gavin Clark, commercial director of
6QDSIXO¿O³)RUDOOEXWWKHVPDOOHVWUHWDLOHUVWKHFRPSOH[LW\WKLVEULQJV
FDQQRWEHPDQDJHGH̆HFWLYHO\ZLWKRXWDZDUHKRXVHPDQDJHPHQW
system,” he says.
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Our survey showed a mixed satisfaction from respondents when asked
how happy they are with their existing systems. Less than half (46%) rated
their happiness with the current capabilities of their WMS as 7 out of 10
or above.
Largely this could be down to the types of systems they are using. In our
survey, more than half (59%) of those who responded said that they were
using in-house systems. This was followed by 16% using best of breed
systems, 14% using ERP modules and just over one in ten (11%) using a
website based WMS.
The need for business buy-in

“

Less than
half of retailers
rate their
satisfaction
with their WMS
as 7 out of 10
or above

”

The success of a WMS also depends on business buy-in and in
this respect it was encouraging to see that respondents to our survey
consistently felt it was a topic that was taken seriously in their business.
71% said it was a focus for their business this year.
Similarly, 71% said it was something that was discussed at board
OHYHOZKLOVWVDLGWKDWLWZDVGLVFXVVHGDFURVVGL̆HUHQWWHDPVZLWKLQ
the business.
We also looked at how retailers felt they compared to competitors in
WHUPVRIWKHLUVXFFHVVDURXQGRUGHUIXO¿OPHQW$WKLUGRIUHVSRQGHQWV
(34%) said that they outshone their competitors but a similar amount
 VDLGWKH\DUHRQDOHYHOSOD\LQJ¿HOGIHOWWKH\ZHUHZRUVH
than competitors.
Motivation to ensure a WMS is capable isn’t just driven by vanity
DJDLQVWFRPSHWLWRUVKRZHYHU)RUKDOIRIUHWDLOHUV  WKHELJJHVW
motivation was the potential for loss of sales if they didn’t ensure a capable
WMS whilst for more than a third (35%) the incentive was avoiding the
danger of reputation loss.
So, if you haven’t yet implemented a WMS what should you do? Paul
Wilson, warehouse manager for The Cotswold Company, says he believes
WKHUHDUHWKUHHFRQVLGHUDWLRQVZKHQLPSOHPHQWLQJD:06³)LUVWO\JLYH
full consideration to the impact of interfacing WMS requirements with
existing in-house systems. Secondly start with a blank canvas – what
would you like the WMS to do for your business in an ideal world? Going
into the process with a limited, short-sighted approach and simply
replicating an existing process with a WMS alternative will cost you in the
long run,” he says.
)LQDOO\KHVD\VVWD̆DQGHQGXVHUEX\LQLVNH\³(QJDJHPHQWZLWK
VWD̆IURPWKHRXWVHWVKRXOGDOZD\VEHDIXQGDPHQWDOSDUWRIWKHSURFHVV
&KDQJHPDQDJHPHQWFDQEHQRWRULRXVO\GL̇FXOWDWWKHEHVWRIWLPHVVR
VKRXOGEHJLYHQIXOOFRQVLGHUDWLRQ'HPRQVWUDWHWKHEHQH¿WVPDNHWKH
SURFHVVHVXVHUIULHQGO\DQGHQJDJHZLWK\RXUVWD̆DWHYHU\VWHSLQWKH
implementation,” he says.
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Survey results

“
“

Half
of retailers (59%) are using
an in-house WMS – only
16% are using
i bbestt off
breed systems

1 in 4
retailers experience more
than a 50% increase
in order volumes during
peak trading

/3

”“
”“

1

“
“

of retailers rate
themselves above their
competitors when it
comes to order fulﬁlment
capabilities

35%
More than a third
fear reputation loss
by not having a ﬁt for
purpose WMS

”“
”“

9 10
Nearly half of retailers rate
warehouse management as
9/10 in
i terms
t
off importance
i
t
to overall business success

82%
of retailers have plans in
place with regards to their
warehouse management
system to allow for changes
in business growth

£££
Affordability and
cost are holding back
progress in warehouse
management in 2017

22%
Only one in ﬁve retailers
currently offer excess
warehouse capacity to other
companies

”“
”“
”“
”“

71%
of retailers
have warehouse
managementt as a 2017
business focus

41%
But only half that number
have plans in place to allow
for changes in competitor
capabilities

50%
of retailers fear loss
of sales through
not having a ﬁt for
purpose WMS

1 in 10
12% of retailers would like
to offer excess warehouse
capacity to third parties to
drive revenue

”
”
”
”

3ODQQLQJIRUJURZWKO 7

Ensuring your WMS can
handle expansion
COMMON PAIN POINTS
THAT SUGGEST
IMPROVEMENTS IN
WMS ARE NEEDED
• A lack of space
• Problems ﬁnding stock
• Processes taking too long
• Struggling to complete all tasks within
the normal working day
• Inaccurate order fulﬁlment
• High stafﬁng costs/overtime bills
• Problems meeting peak demand
• Difﬁculties meeting service level
agreements

“

L

ike any part of a retailer’s business the warehouse
management system needs to allow for growth as well
as simply handling day to day activities and planning
this into its implementation is vital.
³)RUDJURZLQJEXVLQHVV:06GULYHQḢFLHQF\
and process development is not just about managing
the warehouse function,” says The Cotswold Company’s Paul Wilson.
“It also provides assurance in committing resource/investment towards
supply chain, marketing and other key areas of strategic growth,” he says.
And yet it’s this part of the business that is often overlooked, according
WR6QDSIXO¿O¶V&ODUN³7KHZDUHKRXVHLVXVXDOO\WKHOHDVWIXQGHGDQG
advanced part of any business and is often overlooked in favour of
investment and improvements in customer facing parts of the business.
However, this is akin to putting a jet engine in a Mondeo – while it will
move faster, if you need to stop or change direction, you’re in trouble,”
says Clark.
2XUVXUYH\VKRZHGWKDWWKHPDMRULW\RIUHWDLOHUV  KDYHSODQVLQ
place to allow for changes in business growth such as new products or
services and markets when it comes to their warehouse management
systems.
Most (71%) also have plans in place to ensure that they can react to
changing customer expectations. However only 41% are ready to react to
changing competitor capabilities.
Understanding when things are looking stretched

Nearly a
quarter of retailers
have volume
increases of 50%
or more at peak

”

A good indicator of how well a WMS is managing is to look at how
RSHUDWLRQVUXQDWSHDN7KHQHHGWREHDEOHWRFRSHZLWKÀX[HVLQGHPDQG
can also be the biggest impetus for implementing or upgrading a WMS.
Our survey showed that the rates of increases in order volumes
experienced by retailers during peak varied. The majority (88%)
experienced order volume increases of 16% or more and almost a quarter
 VDLGWKDWWKH\H[SHULHQFHGRUGHUYROXPHLQFUHDVHVRIPRUHWKDQ
-XVWXQGHUDTXDUWHU  UHFUXLWEHWZHHQWRH[WUDVWD̆WR
deal with peak period trading.
Beyond dealing with peak many retailers will simply muddle through
– operating on the basis that if orders get out of the door then that’s
good enough. “It’s often a compelling event – such as new warehouse
or a breakdown in a 3PL relationship which prompts the move to a
professional WMS,” says Clark.
Jason Thornton, head of operations at Vision Direct, says there are clear
indicators that retailers must respond to. “Systems crash, or are no longer
able to handle a process to the same degree/level it has done previously or
it may be that customers’ expectations or purchasing patterns have driven
a business operation towards a service requirement that can no longer be
handled by a current WMS (order splitting, dual despatch),” he says.
Alan Joseph, operations director at The Cotswold Company, says
there is an easier way to understand when it’s time to change and when
the WMS can’t handle planned growth. “My view is that when the WMS
EHFRPHVWKHERWWOHQHFNIRUWKHIXO¿OPHQWLQVWHDGRIWKHHQDEOHU\RX
should be doing something about it,” he says.
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Ensuring your
business can cope
with radical change

E

“

You know
you have reached
capacity when
something goes
wrong, it all stops
and you have to go
old school

”

CONSIDERATIONS
FOR ACTION
• Look for possible step-change impacts
• Identify how your WMS could cope with
step-change
• Ensure you have measures in place to
cope with catastrophic events

nsuring a WMS can handle the stresses and strain of
peak trading and planned growth is all well and good
but retailers also need to be prepared for more radical
step-changes in operations.
It’s a process we have already seen many retailers go
through as they reinvent themselves for the modern
omnichannel world with the likes of Marks and Spencer rebuilding
its business around multichannel and John Lewis also integrating its
ecommerce operations more closely into the day to day running of the
stores.
Even at Harrods the company is currently in the midst of a major
supply chain and logistics infrastructure reinvention that will help it to be
able to deliver the capabilities its customers are demanding today - and
ZKDWWKH\PLJKWZDQWWRPRUURZ)RUDOOWKHVHH[DPSOHVJRRGZDUHKRXVH
management – the beating heart of the multichannel world of today – has
to be a crucial factor in the redesign of the business.
Of course it’s not just about reinvention. Sometimes step-changes
come simply from a growth spurt that has far exceeded anything that was
SUHGLFWHG7KHVFDODELOLW\R̆HUHGE\FORXGRSHUDWLRQVDOORZVIRUVWHS
change without the worry of how to cope with capacity.
6LPSOHKXPDQ¶V(0($GLUHFWRURI¿QDQFHDQGRSHUDWLRQV-DPHV
Dowdeswell says that good warehouse management is vital to enable
VWD̆WRFRSHZLWKVXFKUDGLFDOFKDQJH³,WDOORZVPDQDJHUVSODQQLQJWLPH
LQVWHDGRI¿UH¿JKWLQJDQGIRUFHVSHUVRQQHOWRWKLQNORJLFDOO\WKURXJK
physical process changes,” he says.
-DPHV*LQ]OHURSHUDWLRQVPDQDJHURI3RVK7RWW\'HVLJQVVD\VLW¶V
something that retailers must bear in mind. “You know you have reached
capacity when something goes wrong. It all stops… and then you have to
go old school,” he says.
7KHQHHGIRUD:06DQGWKHDGYDQWDJHVR̆HUHGE\DFORXGEDVHG
solution, can come into play in times of the unexpected too. Many retailers
in our survey admitted to not being very well prepared if something out
RIWKHRUGLQDU\±VXFKDVDSRWHQWLDOFDWDVWURSKHOLNHD¿UHZDVWRKDSSHQ
within their warehouses.
$QG\HWLWZDVRQO\LQWKDWD¿UHDW$626¶PDLQZDUHKRXVHLQ
Barnsley knocked out its operations for two days and damaged around a
¿IWKRIWKHUHWDLOHU¶VVWRFN7KHFRPSDQ\HVWLPDWHGD¿QDQFLDOLPSDFWRI
around £30 million in terms of lost sales.
In our survey retailers mentioned a whole range of measures that they
had for dealing with potential catastrophes in their business causing
DVWHSFKDQJH)RUVRPHDUHOLDQFHRQWKHLULQVXUDQFHZDVWKHPDLQ
measure in place but for others disaster recovery procedures and
multisite operations helped to cover their backs should anything out of
the ordinary happen.
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Coping with new models

R

“

The data
derived from a
WMS can also
open up new
opportunities

”

CONSIDERATIONS
FOR ACTION
• Consider the impact of major change
such as moving to international
markets or new distribution models
• Drive efﬁciencies to ensure you
maximise available warehouse space
• Look at using extra capacity for third
party use

etailers also need to be prepared for business change
and new models as they grow their businesses. This
is especially true for smaller retailers who may have
initially started with a marketplace model and later
move instead to new methods of operation such
as direct to consumer or where retailers who have
previously outsourced their operations go to an in-house
model instead.
This was a route that Simplehuman took when it moved its operations
from an outsourced 3PL to manage its warehouse itself last year and
required a WMS to help manage the new structure.
And it’s true for retailers of whatever scale moving into international
PDUNHWVWRR$VGLVWDQFHLQFUHDVHVH̆HFWLYHZDUHKRXVHPDQDJHPHQWDQG
an ability to accurately track and manage stock coming both into and out
of the warehouse is even more critical.
Retailers need to be able to react fast and once again emulate the likes
RI$PD]RQHYHQLIWKH\DUHVHUYLQJDQLQWHUQDWLRQDOFXVWRPHURQWKHRWKHU
side of the world. Scalability and speed of deployment is vital.
At Ocado the company is able to upload code to its warehouse
management systems on a daily basis, allowing the team at the business
to be able to test and further optimise operations at speed – ensuring
the retailer can grab and react to any opportunities it sees with a reactive
WMS that can cope with such change and that its operations are always
PD[LPLVHGIRUḢFLHQF\
But the data derived from a WMS itself can also open up new
opportunities since it can help retailers recognise possible trends and
patterns that they can then look to exploit and that can also be shared
across other functions within the business. As we saw earlier in this
whitepaper, warehouse management is being discussed across teams at
most retailers as well as in the warehouse team function itself meaning
that the majority of retailers are likely to be sharing their learnings.
$VPDFKLQHOHDUQLQJDQGDUWL¿FLDOLQWHOOLJHQFHEHFRPHVHYHQPRUH
evident in retail and warehouse operations then this will further help
retailers better prepare for business change.
2QHRIWKHNH\UHDVRQVIRULQWURGXFLQJD:06FDQEHWKHḢFLHQFLHV
it will drive within a business – since poor warehouse management
usually equals poor use of warehouse space. “We have customers who
believed they needed to move to bigger premises but, having implemented
6QDSIXO¿ODUHPDQDJLQJWRSXVKDORWRIH[WUDYROXPHWKURXJKWKHLU
warehouses which has enabled them to stay put,” says Clark. This is a
common consequence of a WMS implementation, he says.
New opportunities
5HDOLVLQJWKHRSSRUWXQLWLHVRIJUHDWHUḢFLHQFLHVFDQRSHQXSQHZ
VRXUFHVRIUHYHQXHLQWKHPVHOYHVWRR,QRXUUHVHDUFKZHIRXQGRQHLQ¿YH
retailers are already making more revenue from their space by freeing up
spare warehouse capacity to generate additional third-party revenue when
they aren’t busy.

10 O Future priorities

What will the future
bring for warehouse
management?

A

INITIAL QUICK WINS
OF A WMS
• Productivity/efﬁciency improvements –
typically 30%
• Near perfect stock and fulﬁlment
accuracy
• Reduced need for shutting warehouse
doors for stock take
• More satisﬁed customers
• Ability for faster reactions to business
change

ppreciating and understanding the central role of the
ZDUHKRXVHDQGḢFLHQWZDUHKRXVHPDQDJHPHQWLV
FUXFLDOIRUUHWDLOHUVRIDOOVL]HVDVZHKDYHVHHQ7KH
TXLFNZLQVDUHHYLGHQW±SURGXFWLYLW\DQGḢFLHQF\DUH
LPSURYHGVWRFNDQGIXO¿OPHQWEHFRPHPRUHDFFXUDWH
and customers are happier.
But what will the future bring? Sophistication of such systems and the
demands placed upon them shows no signs of slowing – particularly as
new models of delivery continue to evolve. The larger retailers are already
driving consumer expectation of same day despatch and even same day
GHOLYHU\LQVRPHDUHDV%\R̆HULQJODWHUFXWR̆WLPHVSUHPLXPFDUULHU
services and geographically distributed warehouses to reduce delivery
times, smaller business have to work hard to stay competitive.
“With many e-commerce warehouses using paper pick sheets, delivery
notes directly out of their website platform or a simple WMS bolted on
to their ERP, many retailers are struggling to cope with the changing
XUJHQF\RIFHUWDLQRUGHUVDQGRUGHUW\SHV´VD\V6QDSIXO¿O¶V&ODUN
“But consumers don’t make a distinction between the service they
H[SHFWZKHWKHUWKH\¶UHEX\LQJIURP$PD]RQRUDQH%D\3RZHU6HOOHUVR
IRUVPDOOHUUHWDLOHUVLW¶VDOODERXW¿QGLQJZD\VWROHYHOWKHSOD\LQJ¿HOG±LI
they don’t, they won’t survive,” he says.
The quick wins are evident but there are other longer term advantages
too that retailers must look to make the most of. “As well as its day job
managing stock, space and people in the warehouse, the WMS captures
huge amounts of data,” says Clark.
Using data to learn more

NEXT STEPS FOR
CONSIDERATION
• Look at opportunities for reducing or
better managing headcounts since this
is one of the biggest costs
• Examine the possibilities of maximising
space with the consideration of third
party use
• Look at the opportunities for robotics /
automation
• Make use of the increased data
available through your WMS to make
continued business improvements

Data leads to insights which can be turned into decisions and actions
that improve the business and the role of the WMS in supporting
VWUDWHJLFGDWDGULYHQGHFLVLRQPDNLQJVKRXOGQRWEHRYHUORRNHG)RU
H[DPSOHWKHDELOLW\WRVHHDWDJODQFHWKHW\SLFDOWLPHWDNHQWRIXO¿OD
FHUWDLQQXPEHURIRUGHUVDOORZVIRUDFFXUDWHSHDNÀRZIRUHFDVWLQJDQG
DVVRFLDWHGDJHQF\VWḊQJUHTXLUHPHQWVGXULQJSHDNWUDGLQJSHULRGV
Vision Direct’s Thornton says that he expects continued developments
LQWKHXVHRIGDWDLQWKHQH[W¿YH\HDUVDV:06GHYHORSIXUWKHU³7KHUH
will be better reporting and system analysis and a WMS that can
understand and make decisions based on its own position – ie ‘think
for itself’ - if it sees a build-up of work. There will also be even smarter
DOJRULWKPVUHGXFLQJWUDYHOWLPHHYHQPRUHRUR̆HULQJVXJJHVWHGURXWHV´
he says.
Increased use of robotics and automation within the warehouse
environment will also continue, making the role of a more sophisticated
WMS even more crucial than ever.
“An increasing amount of process automation is necessary to support
internet retail growth,” says The Cotswold Company’s operation
GLUHFWRU$ODQ-RVHSK³&XVWRPHUVH[SHFW¿UPDQGFRQYHQLHQWGHOLYHU\
commitments and transactional simplicity and a retailers’ WMS needs to
support this,” he says.
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How retailers are
managing their
warehouse operations
THE COTSWOLD COMPANY
0TWYV]PUNLɉJPLUJ`HUKWYVK\J[P]P[`
www.cotswoldco.com
Alan Joseph, operations director of furniture retailer The
Cotswold Company, says for his business the WMS is an
essential element of the retailer’s success. “It provides
RSHUDWLRQDOḢFLHQFLHVDQGFRQWUROVWKDWFRQWULEXWHWRRXU
PDUNHWOHDGLQJFXVWRPHUIXO¿OPHQWSURSRVLWLRQ´
he says.
But he says scalability and the ability to deploy a WMS
quickly in a new environment is also vital. “We seem to open
at least one new warehouse a year. A good WMS meets both
these criteria as well as providing reporting and resource
management to plan properly,” he says.
7KHUHWDLOHUKDVEHHQRSHUDWLQJRQWKH6QDSIXO¿O&ORXG
:06VLQFHDQGUHFHQWO\UHQHZHGLWVFRQWUDFWIRUD
IXUWKHUWZR\HDUV,QLWLDOḢFLHQF\LPSURYHPHQWVLQFOXGHG
a 50% improvement in goods in dock to stock times, a
46% reduction in item pick times and a 7.5% increase in
inventory accuracy. The company has also introduced regular

POSH TOTTY DESIGNS
;HZRLK^P[OÄUKPUNH>4:[V
OHUKSLNYV^[O
www.poshtottydesigns.com

At personalised gifts and jewellery retailer
Posh Totty Designs operations manager
-DPHV*LQ]OHUVD\VWKDWVHWWLQJXSD:06
was vital and it became his role to introduce
it into the business. “Our business is growing
each year, from using a small cupboard to
a three thousand sq ft warehouse in a few
years,” he says. “We could not rely on one or
two people knowing where everything was.
I was watching a undercover documentary about life at an
$PD]RQZDUHKRXVHZLWKVWD̆UXQQLQJDURXQGZLWKKDQGKHOG
computers telling them where and what to pick. Now I have
WRWDOO\V\PSDWK\IRUZDUHKRXVHVWD̆EHLQJPLVPDQDJHGEXWD

cycle counting,
removing the need
for an annual shut
down for stock
taking.
The company
now runs
goods in,
replenishment
and picks
simultaneously.
Thanks to its
ḢFLHQF\DQG
productivity
improvements, head count has remained proportionately
VWDEOHGHVSLWHDWKUHHIROGLQFUHDVHLQYROXPHVRYHUWKHODVW¿YH
years and the company has reduced its overtime bill by 30%.

part of me did think our company needed a similar system to
improve picking and despatching. So I pitched it to the MD
DQGZDVWDVNHGZLWK¿QGLQJDVROXWLRQ´KHVD\V
The cloud-based solution he chose allows the company’s
operation teams to double or triple despatch capacity in only
a few hours if needed
and has also allowed
the company to better
manage capacity. “We’ve
been able to stay in the
same warehouse for the
last few years even with
big year on year growth
because of using a
:06´VD\V*LQ]OHU
But if a business
requires more space a
WMS needs to handle
that too, he says. “I’ve
seen example of companies taking over next door warehouses
each year to handle stock so any WMS needs to be able to
KDQGOHWKDWVRUWRIJURZWK2YHUDOOD:06KDVWREHÀH[LEOH
and, if needed, easily moved,” he says.
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VISION DIRECT
(SSV^PUN[OLI\ZPULZZ[VZLL
TVYLJSLHYS`
www.visiondirect.co.uk
Europe’s leading online retailer of contact lenses and
H\HFDUHSURGXFWV9LVLRQ'LUHFWKDVEHHQUXQQLQJ6QDSIXO¿OLQLWV
GLVWULEXWLRQFHQWUHVLQ<RUNDQG$PVWHUGDPVLQFH)HEUXDU\
It replaced a SaaS WMS which had reached capacity and was no
ORQJHU¿WWRKDQGOHJURZWK7KHLPSOHPHQWDWLRQVDZDSURGXFWLYLW\
LPSURYHPHQWRIDURXQGLQWKHSLFNDQGSDFNSURFHVVDQG
replenishment is now system driven rather than being done by eye
as before.
Jason Thornton, head of operations at Vision Direct, says it has
revolutionised the business. “Stock integrity and order accuracy
KDVWDNHQWKHRSHUDWLRQWRD¿UVWFODVVSRVLWLRQ´KHVD\V³2QHRI
WKHPDLQEHQH¿WVLVWREHDEOHWRVHHWKHVWDWXVRIHDFKRUGHUIURP
summary to item without having to jump from screen to screen.
Productivity has taken a huge jump in a positive direction, resulting
LQDQLQFUHDVHLQWKH¿UVW\HDURIRYHU´KHVD\V
7KRUQWRQVD\VWKH:06DOORZVFRQ¿GHQFHLQDIRUHFDVWPRGHO±
supporting data when analysing labour requirements and allowing

costs to be better managed. “By type, activity or task, the system
R̆HUVJUHDWÀH[LELOLW\LQLWVPXOWLIXQFWLRQDOLW\H[HFXWLRQRID
process allowing a team to work in stages or ‘end to end’; giving
ÀH[LELOLW\WKDWFDQEHPDQDJHGYHU\H̆HFWLYHO\E\PRYLQJDZRUN
force around the operation as the work load requires,” he says.
And the company has the reassurance that the system
will work. “It allows analysis of data, structured and planned
PDLQWHQDQFHDQGWKHFRQ¿GHQFHWKDWWKHV\VWHPZLOOQRWIDOO
over,” he says.

SCOTTS AND CO
=P[HSMVYI\ZPULZZZ\JJLZZ¶LZWLJPHSS`H[WLHR
www.scottsandco.com
At Scotts and Co, whose brands include gift retailer The Original
*LIW&RPSDQ\ÀRZHUUHWDLOHU%ORRPDQGKRPHJRRGVUHWDLOHU
6FRWWVRI6WRZFKLHIRSHUDWLQJṘ
FHU&UDLJ:KHHOHUVD\VWKDW
good warehouse management is crucial to a business’ success.
³(FRPPHUFHQHHGVDÀH[LEOHDQGDGDSWDEOH
WMS,” he says.
This is especially so at peak time, but systems
must be built to allow for easy process change,
easy visibility of issues and contingency and
alternative processes, he says. “Having great
YLVLELOLW\DQGHDV\WRÀH[SURFHVVHVLVYLWDO´
he says.
Knowing when a system is reaching capacity
and whether it can cope with peak is also
important, he says. “This is critical and capacity
planning and testing is done before every
peak season.

:KHHOHUVD\VWKHUHDUH¿YHPDLQFRQVLGHUDWLRQVZKHQ
considering implementing a warehouse management system.
³7KH\DUHHDVHSULFHVFDODELOLW\DQGÀH[LELOLW\DVZHOODVWKHDELOLW\
to manage multiple sites,” he says.
%HFDXVHRIWKLVQHHGIRUÀH[LELOLW\
he believes that cloud-based systems
will continue to gain popularity over
WKHQH[W¿YH\HDUV³,WKLQNWKHEHVW
of breed will be integrated with retail
outlets and supplier warehouses and
be cloud-based,” he says.
And is there anything else he would
like to see? “More focus on visibility
and ease to change process,” he says.
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SIMPLEHUMAN
<ZPUN>4:[V[HRLP[Z^HYLOV\ZPUNPUOV\ZL
www.simplehuman.com/uk
Tools for efficient living home product
designer and manufacturer Simplehuman
ILUVWODXQFKHGLWVEXVLQHVVLQ
establishing a UK base from which it fulfils
DOOLWV(XURSHDQ%%DQG%&RUGHUV
LQ
The company originally used a 3PL
but with problems around speed and
flexibility made the decision instead to take
its warehousing and fulfilment inhouse –
investing in a new purpose-built 103,000 sq ft
warehouse in Thrapston in Northants.
7KHZDUHKRXVHHPSOR\VDURXQGSHRSOH
and receives up to 15
container loads of product
and ships around 500 pallets
DQGHFRPPHUFHRUGHUV
a week covering around
1,000 SKUs.
Running an existing ERP
system the company needed
a WMS that would allow
for a quick implementation
that didn’t require huge
capital investment but would

deliver the productivity
improvements it needed
and chose Snapfulfil’s
system to do so, going
live with the system in
September last year,
four months after
taking possession of
the warehouse.
As well as greater
efficiency using a
WMS allows the
business to do
more such as batch picking, wave
SLFNLQJDQGVSOLWWLQJ%%DQGHFRPPHUFHSURFHVVLQJLQWR
bulk pick consolidation and packing, according to James
Dowdeswell, Simplehuman’s (EMEA) director of finance
and operations.
And the opportunity to embrace SaaS and cloud
based systems provides advantages too, according to
Dowdeswell. “Small businesses can make use of a WMS
at an earlier stage now it can be SaaS-based which means
you can implement it earlier in the life cycle of a business.
Companies used to outsource logistics and distribution, but
could in-house more easily now,” he says.

LARGE ONLINE RETAILER
=P[HSMVYJ\Z[VTLYL_WLYPLUJL
The director of one large online retailer interviewed for this white
paper, who didn’t want to be named, believes that warehouse
management is crucial to enable customer satisfaction and that
it’s something all retailers must be focussed upon if they want to
please their shoppers. “It’s fundamentally important to deliver
the best customer experience,” he says.
His company uses internally designed and developed systems,
tailored to meet the needs of its customers, that he says allows
the business to continually develop to meet the changing needs
RILWVFXVWRPHUV³7KHLQEXLOWÀH[LELOLW\RIRXUV\VWHPVHQVXUHV

we can plan for peak in a cohesive fashion, and also allows us
to react to any unforeseen developments through prioritising
FXVWRPHUGHPDQGWRPHHWH[SHFWDWLRQVDQGÀRZGHPDQGWR
other facilities in the network,” he says.
He says retailers must consider customer experience, quality,
Ḣ
FLHQF\DQGVLPSOLFLW\RIXVHZKHQGHYHORSLQJRULPSOHPHQWLQJ
warehouse management systems.
And whilst he thinks the future will move to a batch-of-one
model, with the demands on WMS manifestly increasing to
meet the personalisation of demand and across all channels, he
says that retailers need to ensure they retain a simplicity of the
operating model where possible. “Remove the tendency to build
pretty – build simple,” he says.
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Conclusion

O

“

Half of
retailers fear they
will lose sales
by not having a
mUGPSQVSQPTF
WMS

”

ur survey and research for this whitepaper proves that
good warehouse management is crucial to the health of
a business.
We have seen that retailers realise its central role at
the heart of their business with nearly half of all retailers
rating it as an important part of their overall success. But we have also
seen a mixed satisfaction from retailers as to how happy they are with
their WMS.
Whilst many retailers have been getting by with a WMS that ‘does
the job’ that’s no longer acceptable in a world where retail is evolving
VRIDVWDQGFRQVXPHUGHPDQGVDUHSXVKLQJWKHGHOLYHU\DQGIXO¿OPHQW
capabilities of retailers at an ever-increasing speed.
We’ve seen that retailers are fairly well prepared for planned or
expected changes such as business growth or changes in customer
expectations but their readiness for other less predictable changes – such
as shifts in competitors’ capabilities or catastrophic incidents in their
ZDUHKRXVH±R̆HUWKHPELJJHUSRWHQWLDOVWXPEOLQJEORFNVDQGDOHVVHU
degree of readiness to cope.
And yet the penalty is severe with half of retailers fearing that they
ZLOOORVHVDOHVE\QRWKDYLQJD¿WIRUSXUSRVH:06DQGRWKHUVIHDULQJ
reputation loss by having a system that could let their customers down.
There are many warehouse management systems on the market and
many ways in which a retailer can choose to manage their warehouse
EXWWKHUH¶VDOVROLWWOHGRXEWWKDWWKHEHQH¿WVRIVRPHRXWZHLJKRWKHUV
7KHDGYDQWDJHVRIWKHFORXGFDQ¶WEHRYHUORRNHG±LWR̆HUVVSHHGDQG
ease of deployment and an ease to deal with change and the unexpected.
With 71% of retailers having warehouse management as a focus for their
business this year it’s a subject that simply can’t be ignored by retail
bosses any longer. Without a strong WMS at the heart a retail business
will die.
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