
THE FOOLPROOF GUIDE TO

IMPROVING 
YOUR  
WAREHOUSE’S  
PRODUCTIVITY 
IN 3 EASY STEPS



aiIncreased competition from a globalized market and shifts in consumer behaviors 
have put serious margin pressure on companies within the supply chain. 
Nonetheless, the name of the game is “growth” and businesses must make 
calculated decisions on where they can get the highest return on their investment. 
So much emphasis is placed on the next move that companies often overlook 
opportunities for improving internally. For companies within the supply chain, 
that’s usually their operations. 

What’s been shown in the supply chain is that the single most impactful area of 
improvement for any organization is the productivity of its workforce. The good 
news is that productivity is completely within the control of the organization and 
adjustments that affect how productive a workforce is can be made at will. But, 
of the infinite operational adjustments and key investments that could be made, 
every executive is faced with determining what will actually translate to bottom 
line growth.

Finding that answer happens in one of two ways. Traditionally, a seasoned 
warehouse executive makes decisions based on intuition. They rely on experience 
to understand what’s going on in their warehouse and inform their decisions on 
everything from inventory to processes. Experience is helpful, but the human 
brain is notoriously biased and subjective. 

”“ Every dollar saved in warehousing and distribution can be 
strategically reinvested to grow and capture more market 
share, which makes the internal reflection worthwhile.

An
Introduction
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aiThe advanced executive, however, runs a data-driven warehouse where he/
she knows what’s optimal and how to adjust to any change in the market or 
operational environment based on data. No matter how unique a business is, the 
data will guide the evaluation of operational or supply chain change with little to no 
guess work.

That is, if you know what data to analyze. To help, we put together a guide for 
understanding and evaluating the most important (but sometimes overlooked) 
productivity-specific data sets. This list is based on insights from our chief 
executives, technology experts and operations gurus. We’ve been helping 
companies within the supply chain improve their warehouses for decades, so 
follow this guide to boost your team’s productivity. 
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01Shipment
Velocity Detail

In a broad sense, you know how much of any given line item you shipped last 
year. However, simply knowing quantity at a macro level isn’t enough to improve 
productivity. To identify how to improve your stock and slotting strategy, you 
need to drill down into the metrics that show how each product is moving within 
the warehouse. It’s important to understand that all picks are not created equal. 
According to a study done at the Georgia Institute of Technology, pick travel time 
accounts for about a third of warehouse operating costs, meaning that the ROI for 
developing a stock plan that minimizes travel time and touches for each pick type 
is huge.
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...pick travel time accounts for about a 
third of warehouse operating costs...



Customer

Order

Date

Quarter (1, 2, 3, or 4)

SKU

Quantity Shipped

Pallets

Cases 
Total Line Items / Order

Total Pallets this Order

Carrier

City 

Load Type (less than 
truckload, truckload, 
parcel)

Pick Type

Product Attributes 
(color, size, etc.)

Columns 
should 
include:

Why This 
Matters
Optimizing pick and put-away strategy for optimal product location can have a 
significant impact on the time required to perform picks. Pick travel time typically 
accounts for over 30 percent of a warehouse’s operating costs, meaning that 
every effort should be made to create a stock plan that minimizes travel time and 
touches for each pick type.
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How many orders are single line item? Full 
pallets only? Mixed Pallets? E-Comm versus 
Wholesale?
 
Which items should be included in a forward 
pick location? How much should be stocked 
there? 

How much stock should be kept at floor level 
for each SKU? 

What are replenishment requirements during 
picking, versus before or after? 
  
How does the stock plan change with 
seasonality and promotions? 

1

2

3
4
5
By changing the warehouse processes based on the insights found through this 
analysis, your organization is getting more done with the same amount of effort 
(or less) without any additional overhead. That’s productivity improvement!

Questions that 
can be answered 
from this data
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02Once we develop an understanding of shipments by line item, additional insights 
can be gleaned by evaluating specific metrics related to labor hours per line 
item.  Essentially, we want to understand how much labor goes into shipping each type of 
pick, which is also referred to as Cost to Serve Customers. Not only will this illuminate 
trends for what the average time for picks by order type—an E-Comm pick will 
be different than a pallet pick and should be measured separately—it will address 
order types that are unnecessarily labor intensive as it also helps prioritize which 
process improvements should be addressed first.

Typically, labor hours per order is often analyzed by dividing total labor by products 
shipped. However, to get insights that drive productivity improvements you need 
to get operational data at the line item level. This information comes from the 
Warehouse Management System (WMS). A company may start off with a labor 
cost of $.30 per line shipped. By using data from the WMS to optimize product 
location and pick optimization, they can increase the number of picks per person 
and reduce the overall cost per line item shipped. Better yet, a WMS that collects 
and analyzes data using artificial intelligence and warehouse simulation can be 
used to streamline this process to optimize the warehouse faster. 

An added benefit is that when your staff knows that they are being measured, they 
will seek ways to improve their performance. By showing them their performance, 
they realize that their work effort matters. Comparing worker productivity provides 
an opportunity to praise and acknowledge top performers while motivating less 
productive workers. Simply put, a byproduct of the process of measuring and 
evaluating labor hours is worker accountability. 

Labor Hours Per
Pick by Item
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Date

Customer

SKU

User

Pick Type

Quantity Picked

Picks Per Hour

Columns 
should 
include:

Why This 
Matters
If you want to save money on the largest part of warehousing cost, you need 
to understand what your costs are. Picking efficiently and being able to scale 
throughput economically is where your margins are. This is also a component of 
the calculation for Total Cost to Serve the Customer.
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How much does it cost to pick and ship an 
E-Comm item? A wholesale pallet?

Is there a cost differential in servicing certain 
customers or picking certain items? This can 
be a clue into potential cost savings.

What is the labor savings when a customer 
orders at specific quantity breaks? 

Does your current pricing structure incentivize 
a customer to order in the most efficient 
manner for your operation?

Is there a large difference between certain 
employees’ performance and others? 

1
2

3
4

5

Questions that 
can be answered 
from this data
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03A warehouse may be very organized, but that doesn’t necessarily mean the 
warehouse’s structure is maximizing productivity. To determine if an organization’s 
inventory is optimal, you need to look at pick hits per location by day over a period 
of time. What you’re wanting to see is if the most frequent picks are in the most 
efficient location for fulfillment. If not, that means productivity is suffering because 
too much time is being spent fulfilling the items you’re shipping most. 

Distance is one factor, but it’s not the only one. Depending on the order type, 
accessibility may be more important than distance from shipping. Pallet shipping 
is a great example. It can be faster to ship pallets stored at ground level 100 yards 
from shipping than to ship pallets stored six levels up but only 40 yards away.

What this shows is if you are executing all your picks simply by order, or even with 
a basic wave, you are probably hindering productivity and wasting money. If you 
are slotting solely based upon total quantity and not hits, you may be travelling 
many times to a more distant location for small amounts of product. Pick strategy 
and inventory organizing need to be integrated. 

Location Hits
By Day
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Date

SKU

Hits (number of picks)

Location ID 

Total Quantity Picked

Aisle/Bin

Level (height level)

Column (how far down 
the aisle)

Columns 
should 
include:

Why This 
Matters
Minimizing travel time means effectively leveraging your most easily accessible 
areas while avoiding congestion and multiple trips to distant locations.    
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Is your floor space being used optimally? 

Are you approaching picks with the right 
strategy? By order, sort and segment; wave 
pick and put to order? 

Are there easily accessible areas that are 
being underutilized?

With help from software, this data can be 
overlaid on a map to easily identify areas of 
congestion. 

Are certain locations being hit fewer times in 
larger quantities? Or being hit many times for 
smaller quantities? 

Questions that 
can be answered 
from this data
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icImproving your warehouse team’s productivity isn’t as impossible as you may 
think. In fact, knowing what operational metrics to analyze to generate actionable 
insights has a huge impact on a company’s bottom line. The ROI of this process is 
even greater if your warehouse is utilizing an advanced WMS that not only collects 
operational data, but also analyzes it to uncover the proverbial productivity needle 
in the haystack of data. 

By focusing on these foundational data sets and finding ways to optimize 
your operation, you’ll boost productivity and see a direct translation to 
bottom line growth.

In
Conclusion
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THE 
DATA-DRIVEN
WAREHOUSE 
TOM FRENCH, SUPPLY CHAIN COACH
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Whether you are a business owner or consumer, everyone 
is familiar with big data. The thought is that big data drives 
consumer experience, but that’s only half the story. The truth is, 
analysis of big data is what really impacts the world around us. 
Consumer brands look for trends in customer purchases to get 
a better sense of the need the brand is looking to fill. Service 
providers look at trends to better convey how they resolve the 
pain-point better, faster or cheaper. When big data is done 
effectively, everyone wins. Why should that not be the case in the 
supply chain? 

With globalized supply chains and changes in customer 
behaviors, warehouses are needing to be agile and lean to 
compete. The key to being flexible and efficient is collecting 
the right data and understanding how to analyze it to generate 
insights that guide decision making for everything from processes 
and hiring to hardware and timing. This is the data-driven 
warehouse. 

With a data-driven warehouse, problems are solved faster 
compared to where  a warehouse without robust data analysis 
might not even be able to identify an issue. A data-driven 
warehouse is more productive not only in the speed of identifying 
and fixing a problem, but because it prevents the trial-and-error 
effect of trying to resolve an issue only to find out the issue being 
resolved wasn’t the crux in the first place.

Here’s an example:

A B2C customer brought in a very experienced CEO. He came 
from another large consumer brand that was very focused on 
data analysis. Naturally, when he got settled in, he looked at 
P&L for inventory handling and logistics and saw that over the 
last year, the company has improved from 7 percent P&L to 2.6 
percent. Unfortunately, three months later it jumped to 3 percent. 
Without data collection and analysis, the instinctive reaction 
would be to assume it had to do with increased transportation 
costs – perhaps gas prices went up or there is some other failure 
along the fulfillment side.
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However, once his team looked at the data, they realized 
transportation costs were going up, but it wasn’t for the reasons 
they thought. Turns out, the average order size had dipped, 
making the costs per transaction increase. It wasn’t a supply 
chain issue, but an operations issue. With the data in hand, 
the CEO worked with sales and marketing to guide customers 
towards different consumption patterns and, almost overnight, 
the P&L improved once again. This outcome would have been 
impossible without having the right data and analysis.  

No matter where your business is on the supply chain, you need 
data not only to measure productivity, but to solve problems and 
improve. The decision should be an easy one. Top platforms 
have the ability to simulate your operational environment and help 
justify the cost it takes to change from hardware to new systems. 
With technology like this available, there’s no need to guess when 
you can be data driven.

The decision should be an easy one. 
Top platforms have the ability to 
simulate your operational environment 
and help justify the cost it takes to 
change from hardware to new systems.
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