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eCommerce has indisputably become a permanent fixture within the 
consumer goods supply chain. Unlike some distribution trends, which 
have risen and fallen on the whims of retail compliance mandates, 
eCommerce represents the expressed will of millions of individual 
consumers who have voted for their channel of choice with their 
pocketbooks.

Forrester Research and eMarketer project 2018 eCommerce sales to 
reach $414 billion and $491.5 billion, respectively.

Companies operating in the consumer goods supply chain are feeling 
the impact of this consumer shift differently, depending on their positions 
within the supply chain and which channels they were already serving.

There are three central players dealing with this transformation: 
manufacturers filling eCommerce orders, wholesale distributors fulfilling 
eCommerce orders and pure-play e-tailers. Each player has challenges 
originating from different ends of the spectrum, but all are readily solved 
by the same solution: flexible workflows and improved operational 
visibility. This eBook will detail the best strategies to accommodate 
eCommerce fulfillment so your organization can capitalize on these 
tremendous growth opportunities. 

  

INTRODUCTION  
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FULFILLMENT CHALLENGES
FOR ALL PLAYERS  
MANUFACTURERS. Some manufacturers now deal with retail clients that want them to fill eCommerce 
orders directly to the consumer on the retailer’s behalf. For these companies, in addition to the stan-
dard challenges of eCommerce, they may also have to satisfy retail compliance mandates. 
Manufacturers may not be required to handle this business, but they have a potentially promising 
opportunity in fulfilling these orders if they are able to take it on.

WHOLESALE DISTRIBUTORS. Wholesale distributors are typically well-versed in managing medium-
to-large orders requiring compliance labeling and shipped on routine schedules. Their challenge 
arises when management adds direct-to-consumer or drop-ship opportunities that require the picking 
of smaller, single-line, single-unit type orders. Often, big-box retailers such as Walmart or Target will 
tell a vendor it’s pleased with delivery to distribution centers and wants it to start drop shipping for the 
online business. 

INTERNET RETAILERS. Pure-play e-tailers have mastered the direct-to-consumer channel – they 
know how to pick and ship items to individual customers on random schedules. But they may struggle 
to pick bigger orders with specific compliance label requirements (such as those dictated by Amazon). 
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The first step to managing an efficient warehouse is defining 

your order profiles. This is done by reviewing six-to-12 months 

of order history to assess and identify patterns around order 

size and product movement. 

In the world of omnichannel, a typical wholesale distributor 

warehouse will have at least two or three different order types. 

The table below is an example of a HighJump WMS customer 

who sells through its own webstore to miscellaneous distributors 

and through large big-box retailers. We see 15 percent of their 

orders are medium-sized, multi-line (2-10 lines), 35 percent of 

their orders are for big-box replenishment and 50 percent are 

typical eCommerce single-line, single-unit type orders. With 

this knowledge of their order types, they were able to build 

specific pick processes around each order type to 

improve pick labor productivity while exceeding prior customer 

service standards.

If you do have different order types and are picking each order 

the same way, you are sitting on a gold mine of opportunity to 

improve labor productivity and throughput. For example, picking 

a single-line order typical of eCommerce fulfillment is significantly 

different than picking a larger multi-line, multi-item order. There 

are different handling characteristics, packaging needs and 

labeling requirements.

DEFINE YOUR 
ORDER PROFILES 
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FIND THE RIGHT PICKING
METHOD
 

A few important considerations as you consider different picking strategies:

KEEP PICKERS PICKING…NOT WAITING 

Keep a queue of orders available for the picker. This requires an effective replenishment strategy if you 

are using a forward pick/reserve storage layout.

KEEP PICKERS PICKING…AND NOT DOING OTHER TASKS 

Do not bog pickers down with other tasks such as carton erection and taping, labeling, wrapping, adding 

dunnage, etc. Pickers are typically your most skilled warehouse resource.

MINIMIZE PRODUCT TOUCHES 

Ideally, your pick process is designed so that there is sufficient accuracy at the time of picking to eliminate 

the need for subsequent checking and repacking. Each unit of product is touched only by the pickers’ 

hands before the carton is sealed and transported to an outbound truck. 

MINIMIZE TRAVEL 

Pick from properly-sized pick modules on both sides of the aisle. Segregate slow movers from fast-moving 

SKUs to avoid repetitive, unproductive travel past those items. Consider picking slow-moving SKUs from 

reserve storage rather than forward pick bins. Seek opportunities to batch pick many smaller orders in 

one trip. And pick all one-line, single-piece orders together since no sorting is necessary to break them 

down into a discrete order level.
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PICK SMARTER: 
WAVE/CLUSTER PICKING  
With wave picking, multiple orders are grouped into small groups or waves. An order picker will pick all 
orders within that wave in one pass using a consolidated pick list. Usually, the picker will use a multi-tiered 
picking cart and maintain a separate tote or carton on the cart for each order.  

Wave sizes usually range from four-to-12 orders per wave, depending on the average picks per order 
in that specific operation. In operations with low picks per order, wave picking can greatly reduce travel 
time by allowing the picker to make additional picks while in the same area. In high-volume operations, 
wave picking is often used in conjunction with zone picking and automated material handling equipment. 
In order to get maximum productivity in wave pick operations, orders must be accumulated in the system 
until there are enough similar picks to create the waves. This delay in processing may not be acceptable 
in same-day shipping operations.

Pick cart design is a key consideration. The number of cartons and the size of each one could be limited 
by aisle space in the warehouse. Space could also cap how many orders can be picked in each wave. 

When designing wave picking workflows, you must balance the trade-off between 

travel time/distance reduction with decreased handling efficiency.
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Batch picking allows the picker to collect all the products 
required in a wave before packing them into cartons. For each 
pick, you are guided to the pick bin and told the product and 
quantity to pick but not the cartons into which to pack the items. 
Instead, you place all the products onto a pallet, cart or totes. 
You then bring them to a sorting area, where you segregate 
them into cartons for the appropriate orders.

This method of picking is particularly well-suited to a warehouse 
layout that is not conducive to bringing cartons through aisles 
of pick bins. It is also an efficient way to pick a large number of 
orders (each with a few lines), as it lets you split the picking and 
packing functions between two people.

Similar to wave picking, the primary benefit of batch picking is 
reduced travel time per order. However, process benefits should 
also factor in the increased space and labor required to perform 
the secondary pick process at the pack stations. Pick labor versus 
pack labor is the balance to measure here.

PICK SMARTER: 
BATCH PICKING
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PICK SMARTER:
ZONE PICKING 
 
Under this method, the warehouse is broken up into individual 
pick zones. Order pickers are assigned to a specific zone and 
only pick items within that zone. This method divides up aisles 
of bins so that individual pickers only work in a specified num-
ber of aisles.
 
Zones are usually sized to accommodate enough picks for 
one or two order pickers. Zone picking is most effective in 
large operations with high total numbers of SKUs, high total 
numbers of orders and low-to-moderate picks per order. 
Separate zones also provide for specialization of picking 
techniques such as having automated material handling 
systems in one zone and manual handling in another. 

This can be done sequentially or simultaneously. At a warehouse 
using sequential zone pick, one picker pulls all the products 
for orders in one zone and it’s then handed off to the next 
zone, either via conveyor belt or manually. For simultaneous 
zone pick, multiple workers would select items for one order 
at the same time and then consolidate them. The primary 
benefit is that an issue in one zone does not delay the entire 
order. 

Sequential Zone Pick (Pick and Pass)

Simultaneous Zone Pick (Pick and Merge)
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PICK SMARTER: 
REPLENISHMENT PICKING
Replenishment picking merges the concepts behind batch picking and reserve storage/forward picking, 

which involves separating the warehouse into a storage (reserve) area and a picking (forward) area. This 

approach tends to optimize overall space utilization and pick labor productivity. Space utilization is 

improved by storing product in bulk in dense areas, while pick labor productivity is improved by keeping 

pickers working in smaller forward pick zones that typically hold smaller inventory volumes. This creates 

“strike” zones that are more accessible and ergonomically friendly. 

Replenishment quantity and timing is driven by the projected number of orders over a given time frame 

(usually a day). Once a group of orders for the day is created, the orders are replenished, in batch, to the 

forward pick area. At the end of the day, the forward pick area is picked clean and ready for the next pick 

cycle.
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SHIPPING MADE EASY 
A sophisticated shipping solution will allow you to find the best method and print out a label from a desktop 

or a handheld scanner. It’s even possible to print parcel shipping labels in advance of the pick, apply the 

label to a carton, pick the order and stage it for shipping. This works well when you have dimensional and 

weight information about an item and are shipping small-line item numbers or full cases.

Flexible software is critical in this realm because it allows for a combination of the workflows explained 

earlier in the same distribution center. A shipping solution should automatically find the cheapest and/or 

fastest shipment provider because it is integrated with your ERP or eCommerce platform. This gets items out 

the door faster while making sure you are making the best financial choice.

Pick to Ship Label
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TECHNOLOGY IS YOUR FRIEND
Once you understand order profiles and develop a plan to match pick strategies to those profiles, a warehouse 

management system (WMS) workcenter will group orders into those profile types and release them for 

picking. This is ideal for efficiently managing eCommerce orders. 

Once released, this system provides detailed information on the status of each order. Statuses include:

 � Ready to wave – Enough inventory is available in a pickable bin to fulfill the order.

 �Held replenishment – There is not enough inventory currently available to fulfill the order. 

 � Being picked – Someone is in the middle of putting the order together.

 � Record shipment – Picking is completed and the order is awaiting shipment.

This software will also allow you to prioritize orders based on sortable information. Priorities might include: 

 � Finding all single-line, single-unit orders so you can assign them all to a single picker at once.

 � Emergency pickups to get out to the customer service desk quickly for will call.  

 � It’s well into the afternoon and FedEx picks up at 5 p.m., so you need to release all of those orders for 

picking ASAP.

 � A new customer that requires specific product labeling must be picked and sent to the re-work area.

Ultimately, the WMS provides visibility that allows you to find the most efficient workflows and make sure 

no part of the warehouse is overburdened. This is a necessity with eCommerce because of tight shipping 

windows and an increasing number of single-unit and multi-SKU orders. 

To learn more about building a successful eCommerce operation, check out this white paper, Meeting 

the eCommerce Challenge with Adaptable Technology. 

https://www.highjump.com/resources/white-papers/meeting-ecommerce-challenge-adaptable-tech
https://www.highjump.com/resources/white-papers/meeting-ecommerce-challenge-adaptable-tech
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In almost every industry, buyers are becoming more fickle, and more demanding. 
For logistics executives, effectively meeting buyer needs has become a relentless 
quest for speed and agility. Traditional supply chain solutions – siloed, complex and 
hard-to-implement – no longer suffice, as competitors find ways to deliver goods 
faster and more profitably.
 
In today’s “now” economy, HighJump helps you stay agile, with adaptable, 
connected solutions that harness the power of your trading partner community. 
From the warehouse to the storefront, from the desktop to the driver’s cab, we can 
help you achieve new levels of supply chain responsiveness, performance and 
profitability. 
 
HighJump’s suite of warehouse management, business integration, transportation 
management, and retail/DSD solutions form a complete, powerful and adaptable 
platform that allow you to drive growth, customer satisfaction and revenue. 

HighJump: supply chain accelerated.

©2016 HighJump. All rights reserved. HighJump is a trademark of HighJump Software, Inc. 

https://www.youtube.com/user/Highjumpsoftware
https://twitter.com/highjump
https://www.linkedin.com/company/highjump-software
https://www.facebook.com/HighJumpSoftware
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