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EDITOR’S INTRO
The warehouse environment is a tough
one. It requires close management,
control and understanding to ensure it
operates at its best. Efficient running can
boost productivity and as an end result
ensure that the retailer manages to fulfil
its aim of delighting the customer with an
order fulfilled accurately and quickly and
delivered without fuss.
It is for this reason we have chosen to
work with our partner Snapfulfil to create
a series of three ebooks that seek to
understand the basics of good warehouse
management. Published over the course
of the next few months these ebooks
will look to explore and explain each
fundamental in more detail.
This, our first, looks at efficiency. Why
do we need it? How do we define it? What
do we need to consider and what are its
benefits? We also look at the six things
you need to consider within your efficiency
equation to ensure that your warehouse is
running at its most efficient.
Throughout this we highlight the role
of the warehouse management system
and seek to understand its role, both
in identifying inefficiencies and better
planning processes to further improve
existing efficiency within your warehouse
space.
Our follow up books in this series will
move on to examine productivity - looking
in more depth at the human aspects of
efficiency and how staff can work with
systems in more productive ways.
edelivery.net

In our final book in the trilogy we will
look at the effectiveness and the service
outputs that an efficient and productive
warehouse can deliver to the consumer.
We hope this ebook series helps you
to run a more efficient, productive and
therefore effective warehouse and retail
operation as a result, delivering the
customer experience your shoppers
expect of you.

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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WINNING AT WAREHOUSING
THROUGH EFFICIENCY
Welcome to the first in our series of three
ebooks in which we’ll explore how today’s
retailers are ‘winning at warehousing’.
The warehouse is where retail rubber
meets the road – the final chance for the
retailer to either delight or disappoint their
customer. Getting it wrong can cause untold
damage to a retailer’s reputation. On the flip
side, spending too much on getting it right
can significantly erode profit margins.
Getting the right product to the right
person, in the right place at the right time
and at the right price relies on efficient
warehouse systems and processes and
productive resources, working in harmony
to deliver the service your customer
expects. This is what we’re calling
‘effectiveness’.
Exploring the topics of ‘efficiency’,
‘productivity’ and ‘effectiveness’, our ebooks
bring the back office to the forefront,
recognising warehousing and fulfilment as
a source of capability, a generator of savings
and the foundation of the service levels and
experience that will keep your customers
coming back for more.
Underpinning all of these things is the
warehouse management system, which
drives both the processes and people to
deliver on your customer promise.
In this first e-book, we take a deep dive

into the topic of warehouse efficiency,
exploring the components of efficiency
and how systems and processes must flex
and scale to maintain and sustain efficient
operations in times of change and growth.

TONY DOBSON
MANAGING DIRECTOR,
SNAPFULFIL

ABOUT SNAPFULFIL

Snapfulfil is a cloud-based warehouse
management system which uses best of breed
technology, rich functionality and real-time task
management to help retailers optimise inventory,
space and labour in the warehouse.
Users typically benefit from efficiency improvements
in the region of 30%, which translates into the
ability to do more with the same or less resources.
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THE FUNDAMENTAL NEED
FOR EFFICIENCY WITHIN THE
WAREHOUSE ENVIRONMENT
WHY DO WE NEED EFFICIENCY?

Efficiency has to be the keystone of all
retail operations but in the warehouse it’s
absolutely crucial. A lack of efficiency will
hit the productiveness and effectiveness
of the warehouse and have a knock-on
effect throughout the rest of the retail
business, whether it’s a clicks and bricks
operation or a pure online player. That in
turn will impact margins and the bottom
line as a result.
Drive consistent efficiency and
productivity however and it can translate
into increased revenue and profit
longer term too. It not only improves
margins but leads to a better customer
experience which in turn translates
to greater customer engagement and
loyalty and the enhanced likelihood of
repeat spend.
Efficiency and productivity are naturally
intertwined and it’s for this reason that
we examine productivity in our next ebook
within this series. In this one however we
need to first understand what efficiency
in the warehouse environment actually
means and how we define it before we
look at how best to achieve it.
edelivery.net

HOW DO WE DEFINE EFFICIENCY?

Whilst productivity is a simple measure of
output over time, efficiency defines how
well that output over time was achieved
and how well managed the resources
were to get to that point. It is not focussed
simply on output therefore but examines
in more depth the systems and processes
that enabled that output – i.e. a measure
of how each individual step within an
activity was performed.
In the warehouse environment an
example of this would be two pickers Tom and Tina. Both manage to pick their
allocated 100 orders in the same time
but go about it in different ways. Tina
is efficient with focused movements, a
sustainable pace and making use of best
practice to limit travel time.
Tom’s speed and strength as a
marathon runner means he is quicker
initially but with unfocused movements
and a lack of care he makes mistakes
he has to correct and his unsustainable
pace and lack of best practice means his
initial speed isn’t kept up. Their output is
the same but analysis shows that Tina is
efficient. Tom is not.

Image: Snapfulfil
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“Efficiency is needed to attain
a repeatable speed of action and
accomplishment; to use time and labour
resources most effectively, and to allow
for labour and productivity forecasting
accuracy,” says Tony Dobson, managing
director of Snapfulfil.

HOW DO WE ACHIEVE EFFICIENCY?

The picker example above is a very basic
example of efficiency and one that simply
requires a manager to better organise
the individual to become more efficient
in their role. Where efficiency becomes
more complicated is where this needs
to be done at a greater scale within the
warehouse environment at large.
The warehouse is no simple beast and
complications such as size, lead time
pressures and labour shortages, as well
as the simple drive for the fastest, most
accurate throughput, means warehouse
management has to be addressed at a
higher level.
Whilst individuals can be made more
efficient through effective management,
a warehouse management system offers
efficiency through higher level designed

features such as pick route planning or
put away and replenishment logic. Such
systems can generate tasks and allocate
resources more efficiently, identify areas
of weakness and inefficiency and give anat-a glance overview of performance that
can help identify the potential for making
further efficiencies.
“There are so many pressures that
complicate warehousing processes, and
one person simply could not take all those
into account and develop a work plan that
promoted efficiency across a facility,” says
Dobson.

HOW DOES BETTER EFFICIENCY ALLOW A WAREHOUSE TO
COPE WITH PEAK?

Whilst efficient running of any business
is ideal, in the warehouse and retail
environment it’s the ability to better cope
with peak trading that will be where
efficiency will really show its value.
With an understanding of the process
and practice that best support efficient
operations then the warehouse can better
flex resources to cope.
“Once a process is most efficiently
designed, then managers can predict
edelivery.net
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with greater accuracy how productive
resources will be over time,” says
Dobson. “Knowing when and how much
work needs to be done, it is a fairly simple
calculation to figure out how many hours
it will take to complete,” he says.
The visibility provided by a warehouse
management system – as well as the
ability to compare current progress
against required progress - allows
adjustments to be made accordingly to
accomplish the amount of work in the
required time.

6 THINGS YOU NEED TO CONSIDER IN YOUR EFFICIENCY
EQUATION

So what, in detail, do you need to consider
to achieve efficiency within the warehouse
environment? In this ebook we have
broken it down into six key things that
make up the efficiency equation and
explain how to monitor them below:
1. Units per hour
This basic measure simply reveals
how quickly your fulfilment operations
(picking, packing, shipping) are
achieving their role and is a general
touchstone for understanding your
facility’s overall productivity. The
measure doesn’t have to be in units – it
could instead be orders, cases, tasks,
boxes – but there has to be some base
measure in place as to “how much stuff
did we ship.”
2. Cost/unit
A warehouse contribution to COGS
(Cost of Goods Sold) or improvement/
decrement of margin (in a 3PL
edelivery.net

environment, for instance) should
be understood by everyone in the
warehouse. Driving this value down
should be the reason for every process
change since this is the measure that
will impact most basically on margins.
3. Out-of-contract peak costs
As we have seen earlier, warehouses
have to be flexible enough to be able to
react to the different peaks in demand –
whether that’s seasonal demand peaks
such as Christmas or other surges in
demand caused by weather or other
events. To deal with this the workforce
within the warehouse may need quick
expansion, taking on seasonal workers
for example who may be less proficient
than their contracted counterparts. In
this situation retailers need to be able
to quantify the real cost to fulfil orders
within the warehouse during such
changes in demand.
4. Staff onboarding and training new
employees or time to value (T2V)
A deeper dive into the out of contract
peak costs measure is that of time to
value – i.e. understanding when a new
resource, either temporary for seasonal
peak or full or part time permanent,
can be used to its maximum potential.
This involves training and could be
measured in weeks for a senior
manager or minutes for a temporary,
low-skilled employee. The goal is to
streamline training to lower the time
to value and to keep the investment in
that resource to the minimum until they
attain proficiency.
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5. Training overhead
This is the amount of time needed by
existing resources to train new ones,
or re-train existing ones. There’s some
accepted number here that always
exists: safety training and reviews,
quality training and reviews, etc. In
understanding and addressing this, it
is best to remove required safety and
quality training from your calculation.
Consider it mandatory and accepted as
the cost of doing business appropriately.
Where you’ll want to focus your energies
is on reducing overhead for operational
training. This is best accomplished in
two ways: increase the trainer to trainee
ratio, and ensure that instruction is
streamlined and focused on lowering T2V.

WHAT IS THE BENEFIT OF GREAT WAREHOUSE EFFICIENCY
AND WHAT CHALLENGES CAN IT OVERCOME?
As we have seen earlier the most basic
requirement of warehouse efficiency is
to drive down the cost of goods sold to
maximise margins. Dobson sums it up:
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6. Cost of workflow changes
In a continuous improvement world,
the ideal is that workflows are always
changing. Some changes yield
immediate benefits that are easily
calculable – picking productivity before
and after implementing directed RF
picking, for instance. In most cases,
workflow changes may be subtle – and
understanding the costs of your as-is
process, then comparing them to the
changed process can be difficult to
calculate, but is vital to improving
efficiencies in your operations.

edelivery.net

“All warehouse improvements tend to
come from a single question,” he says. “If
I can’t dictate consumer behaviour, what
processes and tools can I put in place to
give me the most efficient flexibility while
keeping my contribution to COGS as low as
possible?”
The processes and systems put
in place must come from informed
decisions however. “Savvy operations
managers, willing supervisors, and a
fact or information-based approach to
warehousing are driven by the information
collected and displayed by your WMS,”
says Dobson.
Efficiency drives speed and at furniture
retailer Cotswold Company that shows
itself in direct benefits. “Typically stock is
available for sale on our website two and
a half hours after we have put away the
first pallet,” says Paul Wilson, warehouse
manager of the Cotswold Company who
use the Snapfulfil WMS.
At sports retailer FreestyleXtreme
meanwhile the company has been able
to despatch the majority of its orders the
same day and is driving further efficiencies
through its own implementation of a
warehouse management system.

USING EFFICIENCY TO DRIVE INNOVATION

The information that retailers can glean,
and the efficiencies that they can drive,
allow retailers to adopt and move to
innovative new services that further help
to drive efficiency – but which require
more complicated systems and processes
to manage.
“The top-tier of retailers have
overcome some significant challenges,”
edelivery.net
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says Dobson. “As consumers, we click
a button for disparate items from
the same retailer. After we’ve placed
demand, some of the ways that retailers
meet that demand are simply incredible
– especially with the level of service
we’ve come to expect,” he says.
Innovations such as distributed
order management (fulfilling a single
order from two different warehouses,
geographically supporting SLA
requirements), waveless and priority
based order processing (allowing
consumer desire to marry picking
approaches and fulfilment operations)
and returns processing (tying a
customer’s order to their return and
allowing individual consumers to
decide on replacement, substitution, or
receiving credit for the item) are three
cornerstones to complex retail fulfilment
and customer service practices that are
now core to success, with modern WMS
adapting and evolving to allow such
innovations to happen.
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CONCLUSION
As we have seen, efficiency is a key aim
within the warehouse environment and
will deliver huge benefits to productivity
and effectiveness and, in turn, to margins
and competitive advantage.
By having the right systems and
processes in place operations can be
better planned and executed, with a
healthier warehouse and a wealthier
business as a result.
Don’t forget to keep an eye out for
the second in our series of ebooks –
focussing on productivity.
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