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EDITOR’S INTRO
With the warehouse the backbone
of any retail business successful
management of the processes and
systems within it is vital. At some stage
of a retailer’s growth some degree
of automation of systems within the
warehouse is a must as the need for
efficiency and accuracy is further
exacerbated by growth.
At this point in the growth cycle of
a business manual handling simply is
no longer an option – no matter how
many bodies are thrown at a bottleneck
– and productivity will stall. It is then
that the advantages of automation have
to be considered - whether that’s a
simple automated packing system or
something more sophisticated as the
company grows further.
But how as a retailer do you decide
when that tipping point is and when
and how to invest and make the right
decisions for growth and how do you
choose the right systems and software
that will grow with you and your
business?
In this ebook, along with our partner
Conveyor Networks and its sister
business Imio, we look at a planned
approach to automation for frictionless
growth. We define two of the key
drivers of automation - improving
flexibility and reducing cost per order and look at where and how automation
can help. We look at how to make the
right choice, first time to ensure that
edelivery.net

such systems and software deliver the
agility and responsiveness that such
businesses require and that further
frictionless growth is enabled.

LIZ MORRELL
RESEARCH 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.
Liz is the current editor of eDelivery and research
editor for InternetRetailing. She loves all things retail
but just wishes her “research” (insert shopaholic
tendencies here) didn’t cost her quite so much.
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WHY FULFILMENT NEEDS TO
KEEP UP WITH CONSUMER
DEMAND
Technological change has become a notable
driver of consumer expectation and retail
innovation. With timescales from early
adoption to mass consumer uptake getting
shorter, the pressure to meet expectation
and remain competitive is high.
Much of the focus is around high-end
technology and its ability to enhance the
buying experience and physical delivery
process. However, fulfilment bridges the
two phases, and it has a significant part to
play in satisfying the demand for a seamless
shopping experience.
We look at the role of warehouse
automation and software in this
environment. With its ability to provide real
time data collection, automation is one of
the main enablers of operational efficiency
and visibility. A well-planned system will
solve immediate problems, and provide
enough flexibility to scale up, as and when
you need it to.
Conveyor Networks are a warehouse
systems integrator and solutions provider
founded in 2009. The business offers
system design and build as well as servicing
and maintenance. We engineer our own
software called “imio” which is a modular

warehouse management and control
system. imio can run everything from
conveyors and sortation, to packing lines,
fully automated processes and carrier
integration.
Based at Sci-Tech Daresbury in Cheshire,
Conveyor Networks are located within a
collaborative technological community with
access to the latest research and facilities.
The business is networking with software
and automation partners and able to offer
ecommerce retailers the most appropriate
warehouse systems for them.
Conveyor Networks works with many
leading retailers to help them address their
warehousing challenges including: QVC,
Debenhams, WHSmith, GameSeek, The
Book People, Specsavers and Pets at Home.

DAVID CARROLL
MANAGING DIRECTOR,
CONVEYOR NETWORKS
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UNDERSTANDING THE NEED
FOR AUTOMATION
SECTION 1: THE NEED FOR FLEXIBILITY
Growing businesses need to be able to
react quickly and efficiently to change.
They need to be able to manage
traditional peaks but also manage
other increases in demand that may be
happening whether as a result of growth,
entrance into a new product or service
area, channel or a market or a sudden
trend in the market that has seen nontraditional spikes in demand happen.
They need to be agile and responsive but
be able to flex appropriately so that their
growth can be managed in a step by step
fashion rather than be tied into systems
that are beyond their needs.
How do you understand when to invest in
automation that will help with being able
to respond flexibly?
One of the most straightforward ways of
doing this is to understand just how much
your business needs to handle. What is
the number of orders per hour that you
need to pick, pack and despatch and what
type of product are you handling?
As a business you also need to
understand how you already manage
increases in demand – either through
peak or promotions – that stress your
edelivery.net

operations and what the potential impacts
of that are. In a survey of 100 plus online
retailers by Conveyor Networks threequarters (76%) of retailers claimed that
they were handling up to 50,000 orders a
day – with this rising to 75,000 a day for
some during peak.
A typical approach can be to simply add
in extra resource with additional staff or
shifts to cope, but this can run the risk
of overstretched or inexperienced staff
making mistakes or it taking longer to get
product to customers than it should.
What are the trigger points that suggest
your business can no longer flex as
required?
1) Growth - Greater volumes of goods
are received and despatched and this
is putting a strain on the business as a
result.
2) Increased customer expectation
thanks to market shifts – Whilst not all
retailers can match the services and
responsiveness offered by giants such
as Amazon customers don’t care. Their
expectations are set by such giants and
filter throughout the market to become
the norm. A prime example of this is
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the shift to shorter delivery timeframes
which retailers who want to be viable in
the market have to respond to.
3) Things going wrong – Customers have
little, if any, sympathy around delivery
problems and if you have any problems
around fulfilment you risk losing
customers a result. Research has time
and time again shown that just one
poor delivery experience can mean a
shopper not spending with that retailer
again.
4) More time and money spent on labour
– As already mentioned one solution to
responding to increased demand is to
simply throw more people at it. But this
comes at a cost – both in terms of time
to value for such staff but also the cost
of managing them longer term too.
And that’s before issues such as staff
turnover and peak staff come in.
5) Space pressure – Extra demand means
extra stock and extra people without
automation – meaning that more space
is needed to cope. In the warehouse
environment space is at a premium
and must be handled efficiently and to
its maximum. Taking extra space often
simply isn’t an option.
6) Poor visibility of stock – Today’s
retailers rely on accurate stock
information. It’s simply a given. If you
can’t see where your stock is then you
can’t maximise sales.

peak picking and packing periods. 41%
said that it allowed them the respond
more quickly to customer orders and to
speed up customer deliveries.
The ability to handle further flex
Improving peaks and responsiveness
isn’t the only need for flexibility within the
business. Retailers also need to consider
how they add new services to their
business too.
“A good supplier/systems integrator will
think about potential growth paths in their
design so that adding new functionality
doesn’t impact on what you have,” says
Marcus Uprichard, sales director at
Conveyor Networks.
“Modular systems can grow step by
step, take a lot of the disruption out of
extension and growth and can be quickly
integrated into the original systems. In the
same way a warehouse software platform
with a scalable modular structure will
let you add on what you need at the right
time for your business,” he says.

How does automation help retailers with
flexibility?
The retailer survey showed that for almost
half (49%) of retailers the main advantage
to automation was the ability to manage
edelivery.net

6 CONVEYOR NETWORKS

SECTION 2: THE NEED TO REDUCE COST PER ORDER
The cost per order is one of the most
basic metrics a retail business has
and all the focus should be on driving
this cost down to maximise potential
revenues as a result. It’s a metric
impacted by many things however and
any strain on the business, and its ability
to deliver, will result in increased cost
per order.
By the same notion if a retailer can’t
control cost per order then any scaling of
the business will simply bake in losses or
underperformance – creating a recipe for
disaster at a later date.
Cost per order needs to be examined
within all areas of the business – from
handling and storage of items when they
come into the warehouse to picking and
carrier management when it heads out,
as well as the issue of returns should it
come back from the customer.
If a business can’t react positively to
growths in demand stock isn’t delivered
to customers as quickly as it should be.
Similarly strain on the business is likely
to result in errors.
In the retailer survey 42% of respondents
said that order errors were hurdles to
meeting delivery schedules and 38% of
respondents cited a reduction in picking and
packing errors as a result of automation.

edelivery.net

Why cost per order goes up without
automation
1) Languishing stock - Stock stays on the
shelves for longer therefore can’t be
charged for.
2) Staff costs - The staff costs of
fulfilling the order are higher without
automation particularly if extra staff
need to be recruited.
3) Error rates hit margins – Manual
handling increases the risk of
mistakes and therefore additional
costs from sending out replacement
product.
4) Lost customers – Hidden costs of
customers who don’t come back
thanks to problems with their order
aren’t so obvious but also have a big
impact.

CONVEYOR NETWORKS 7

SECTION 3: ACHIEVING EFFICIENCY AND PRODUCTIVITY GAINS
Addressing both of the previous points has
obvious benefits – efficiency and productivity
gains that will transform the success of a
retail business.
In the retailer survey the ability for
better efficiency was a key driver. 31%
said automation resulted in less paperbased orders, 28% said it reduced double
handling and 25% said that led to lower
costs as a result.
There is a limit to how far and how flexibly
manual processes can scale. Automation
and the efficiency and productivity gains it
brings, allows businesses to future proof
the warehouse for online growth – a view
supported by 85% of retailers in the survey.
It also helps to drive sales through an
improved customer experience – a factor
agreed by nearly three-quarters (73%) of
those surveyed.
There are many opportunities to automate
but the trick is to find the right level to start
with. It can be as simple as using handheld
scanners to help the pick process to a
fully automated bagging line in packing.
However, if the business isn’t managing a
volume of orders that is sufficient to justify
investment in automation then it simply
won’t be worthwhile doing. Some degree of
automation should be considered by anyone
with 1,000 plus orders a day.
Retailers also need to ensure it’s
something that can grow and flex with
the demands of the business. “Starting
with a simple solution that can scale up
to match a business’s growth means the
initial investment continues to pay for itself
well beyond the initial period of ROI,” says

Chris Roberts, technical sales manager of
Conveyor Networks.
How automation helps
Instead integrating warehouse automation
– whether it’s conveyors, autopacking,
sortation or routing - and software systems
allow time consuming and labour-intensive
tasks, such as picking and packing, to be
achieved faster and more accurately.
This is especially important at peak.
Benefits are huge – as well as improving
working conditions, making the operation
safer and allowing employees to focus on
more skilled tasks it improves the customer
experience and delivery – meaning they are
more likely to keep coming back for more.
But introducing automation is no good if
existing warehouse management systems
can’t talk to the machines that have been
introduced. “Warehouse Management
Software (WMS) is very effective at keeping
track of stock, improving productivity and
providing accurate operational updates,”
says Roberts. “However, when asked to
integrate with automation, it’s not always
fit for purpose. Even if automation is
a later investment in your operational
strategy it’s important to plan for it when
you look at a WMS. The best warehouse
software platforms connect seamlessly
with shop floor automation, as well as
high level host systems such as ERP. Real
time data transfer is then used for rulebased decision making at WMS level that is
executed by the PLC (programmable logic
controller) in order to manage the flow of
goods effectively,” he says.
edelivery.net
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Collection and understanding of this data
allows retailers to stay ahead of the game
– accurate data means a clearer idea and
control over stock levels and the ability
to implement new, customer demanded
initiatives such as online order tracking.
Longer term it also allows better forward
planning such as monitoring KPIs and
identifying pinch points and bottlenecks.
Looking to the future rule-based decision
making by the WMS will continue to
manage changes required and drive
warehouse automation.
The need to integrate software and
automation
Integrating the WMS with automated
equipment and your other high-level
host systems such as an ERP platform
(Enterprise Resource Planning) is
central to successful growth. Integrating

traditional WMS and automation can be
done through a middleware solution – the
use of an additional software platform
that interfaces between automated
equipment and the incumbent host WMS.
Although this works well for large
organisations where there is an
established WMS performing a lot of
functions for smaller retailers there are
other options. “For smaller retailers
planning for both automation and
software it’s worth looking at modular
software platforms able to interface
with the order management system
as well as the automated equipment,”
says Roberts. “Taking a modular
system allows retailers to focus on the
immediate problem areas and develop
their system logically with software
additions supporting the automation
plans,” he says.

QUESTIONS TO ASK OF YOUR COO TO HELP YOU PLAN FOR AUTOMATION
1) What is your plan for growth? What predictions is the business working towards – in
terms of general growth but also potential for new markets, channels, products or
services.
2) What is the appetite to invest? This is both in terms of technology and therefore staff
training.
3) What plans are there to deliver and develop additional channel capabilities? This is
particularly around omnichannel and multiple delivery options such as click and collect,
locker collections, courier delivery etc. All will require software and automation to
manage the channels efficiently and accurately.
4) What plans are there to extend delivery options? In response to needing to stay in
line with competitors what does the business plan for a wider range of delivery options
beyond standard delivery such as same day or next day delivery?
5) What are plans for online order tracking? This is also increasingly a must-have
expectation for customers, so you need to know how and when your business is planning
to adopt it, ensuring you can supply the accurate and relevant data that is required.
edelivery.net
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A case study: Range Plus
Marketplace retailer Range Plus initially
launched in 2014, selling health and
beauty mass market products. The
company has gone from selling 20
products to 4,000 and its growth meant
it needed automation to help. “When you
are small you can still manage things,
but our growth had created business
complexities and challenges,” says
managing director Abdul Ahad Khan.
“In the warehouse when you increase
staff from 2 to 5 you see an increase
in productivity but after a certain time
productivity decreases and that’s when I
realised the need to invest in automation,”
he says.

Before I had thought automation
was only for big companies, but
I believe now that automation is
for every business that wants to
grow because without it there’s
a challenge to grow the business
profitably.
The company initially went with a
semi-automated system for packing
orders from Conveyor Networks –
allowing the application of shipping
labels and confirmations to be
automated. “It has simplified our
operations and the productivity we
would achieve with 12 staff we are able
to achieve with 9. There is a productivity
increase of 25% and proportionate
reduction in operating costs,” he says.
Now the company has the money to

invest in a fully automated system.
“At the moment we can’t do more
than 1,200 orders a day because
the conveyor system we use needs
someone to manually put the boxes in
the machine so currently that person
feeding the boxes is the limiting factor
but once we have full automation our
capacity will more than double and we
will be able to go up to 3,000 orders a
day,” he says.
He says the step by step approach
to automation has allowed him the
confidence to know he can grow the
business and manage it profitably.
“Before I had thought automation was
only for big companies, but I believe now
that automation is for every business
that wants to grow because without it
there’s a challenge to grow the business
profitably,” he says.
edelivery.net

CONCLUSION
Retailers on a growth path have to look
at some element of automation within
their warehouses at some point. But
where they introduce machinery they
also need to still be learning as much
as they can about what’s going with
the business. Automation shouldn’t be
a kneejerk reaction to a problem but
a planned stage of growth. Retailers
must understand that when automation

and software work together the retail
business suddenly becomes a much
more successful, agile operation with a
performance that is based on business
logic. The potential for errors is reduced,
the ability to increase efficiency and
productivity is improved and the business
is better able to flex, responding to
whatever its growth – or the general
environment – may throw at it.
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