
Perfecting order fulfillment:  
three ways next-gen distributors can win



Wholesale distributors face a series of trends that make operating under the status quo  

both unsafe and unsustainable.

Customers are empowered. 

With real-time access to enormous amounts 

of information, customers are increasingly in 

control. Unsurprisingly, their expectations are 

higher than ever. And when it comes to their 

orders, they expect accuracy, responsiveness, 

and a compelling experience. Otherwise, they 

will exercise their option to switch providers.

Complexity is deepening. 

This is an era of omni-channel interaction  

and mass customization. On the front end, 

you are expected to operate seamlessly 

across all channels—in person, over the 

phone, via email, and through e-commerce. 

Meanwhile, bulk shipments must be  

managed in tandem with a growing number  

of small, custom orders.

Digital disruption is everywhere.

Whether digitization is necessary to enhance 

the customer interface, the process flows 

within the warehouse, or the distributor’s 

decision-making process, it’s clear that a 

digital transformation is under way. Actions 

and activities that once were handled through 

manual and labor-intensive procedures 

increasingly lend themselves to data- and 

software-driven automation.

Top trends tied to the future  
of wholesale distribution
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To address these market pressures, you have to operate with 

enormous flexibility and extreme precision. You need a high level  

of visibility into your warehouse operations. But you also need to 

handle the increasing demands and complexities now being placed  

on your business. 

Conventional approaches to warehouse management are increasingly 

inadequate in terms of the mounting challenge. Typically, systems are 

difficult to operate. Interfaces are difficult to navigate, particularly for 

younger workers who are most comfortable with smartphones, tablets, 

and other consumer-grade devices. 

Your functionality may also be limited, if you’re relying on rigid, 

legacy warehouse management systems. These systems can make it 

difficult to configure allocation rules, put-away procedures, and labor 

management practices for the highly varied circumstances  

and specifications associated with today’s orders.

Distributors put operational costs  
in the crossfire

Driving out costs remains a critical 
priority for distributors

Studies involving wholesalers/distributors 

indicate that that among their top 

challenges are: 

1. Costs (including fuel and freight)

2.  The unpredictability of disruptions  

(and risk management)

3.  Customer expectations (and the impact 

technology has on those expectations).1

1  The Biggest Challenges Supply Chain Leaders Will Crush in 2016, 
Supply Chain 24/7, February 15, 2016. 3



What matters now is the ability to deliver “the perfect order.” 

Considering the customer’s ability to easily shift from one supplier to 

another in this data-driven era, there is absolutely no margin for error. 

Distributors like you are challenged to ensure total accuracy and rapid 

delivery, while remaining within the constrained bounds of profitability. 

You can’t afford to be knocked down by premium freight costs or 

excessive overtime. You’re challenged to get a complete handle on 

transportation, warehouse, and labor costs. You need to have the 

visibility and rich, real-time reporting necessary to make the right 

decisions—minimizing inventory while maximining agility  

and responsiveness. 

The 2015 Gartner SCM User Wants and Needs study identified 

that 78% of surveyed supply chain decision makers say supply 

chain complexity is increasing. Many factors contribute to growing 

SCM complexity, and the majority of these have a direct impact on 

warehouse operations.2

The Challenge: Perfecting the order   

2  Gartner Determine Warehouse Operational Complexity to Maximize Operational and Warehouse Management 

Defining the perfect order

The Warehouse Education and Research 

Council’s definition of the perfect order 

metric is one that is delivered complete, 

on time, damage-free, and with the 

correct documentation and invoicing.

2   Gartner Determine Warehouse Operational Complexity to Maximize Operational and 
Warehouse Management System Efficiency, Simon Tunstall, August 19, 2016.
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Your path forward
What if you could conquer costs and deliver the 

perfect order every time?

You’d have the capabilities you need to:

Master your  
channels

Master your  
inventory

Conquer  
your costs

To do it, you’d have to escape the constraints associated with 

conventional warehouse management systems. You’d be able to 

make data-driven decisions that fully capitalize on both your customer 

relationships and the assets in your warehouse.
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Master your channels

3  Acquiring New Customers Is Important, But Retaining Them Accelerates Profitable Growth, Larry Myler, Forbes Magazine, June 8, 2016. 

With channels proliferating and customer expectations rising to new levels, you have to 

provide a seamless and compelling experience every time.

Be customer driven

Smart strategies and smart systems can help you 

flawlessly manage customer interactions across many 

channels. You’re engaging your customers across an 

array of channels—sometimes multiple channels with a 

single customer. To be the provider of choice, you have 

to handle these real-time interactions at scale and with 

precision.

Customer turnover is often extreme in this era. It’s 

simply too easy to point, click, and leave your current 

supplier for another. According to a Bain & Company 

study, customers who describe themselves as “satisfied” 

only go back to do more business with the company that 

initially satisfied them 20% to 40% of the time.3 And that’s 

why it is vital to ensure that the customer experience is 

compelling, whatever the channel. 
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THE SOLUTION: 

Take an  
omni-channel 
approach
If you are relying on conventional legacy systems to 

handle labor and warehouse management, you’re likely 

struggling to handle a diverse set of orders in a diverse 

set of channels. Your seams and siloes are quite possibly 

exposed to your customers through faulty, awkward 

interactions. 

With the next-generation of supply chain execution 

solutions, you can take a truly omni-channel approach to 

your customer interactions. Your underlying systems will 

be fully integrated to and supportive of your customer-

facing touchpoints. Whether you are interacting in person, 

on the phone or through e-commerce, your customer’s 

experience will be consistently impressive.

To master your channels, consider these dimensions  

of your supply chain execution solution:

Insight: Your leadership team requires effective reporting and 

intelligence on channel behavior, volume, activity, satisfaction,  

and other factors. You win when data drives your channel 

management decisions and investments. 

Core: Your supply chain execution solution should allow you to 

immediately access and act on channel interaction and transaction 

data. It should ripple through your warehouse, transportation, and 

labor management applications without requiring manual, time-

consuming data transfers.

Interface: Your customer’s interface with you must be supported  

by smart systems that can automatically generate the information  

that’s required in a format that is easy to navigate.
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In this era of mass customization, you’re not just managing large bulk orders. You’re also managing a 

long trail of discrete, custom orders. It shouldn’t be surprising that 87% of wholesale distributors reported 

“more challenging and complex fulfillment requirements.”4 This reflects challenges associated with product 

proliferation and other factors associated with warehouse and fulfillment operations.

Master your inventory

4  Wholesale Distribution: Digital Economy Impact and Survival, Bryan Ball, Aberdeen Group, April 2016. 

Manage the order with speed and precision 

Given the increasing volume and diversity of orders, 

you face enormous levels of operational complexity. 

To remain profitable in today’s environment, you’re 

challenged to stock, store, pick, pack, and ship inventory 

in entirely new ways. You need an agile and flexible 

warehouse operation that can responsively  

and accurately meet high expectations, while being  

prepared for inevitable fluctuations in demand.

Leverage advancements in technology. We live in an era 

of persistent technology advancements, especially in the 

capturing and analyzing of data. Embracing new ways to 

utilize your current pool of data can improve inventory 

management and shipping accuracy.
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THE SOLUTION: 

Commit to flexible 
automation
Legacy warehouse management systems may be  

ill-adapted to the extreme demands now being placed 

on wholesale distributors like you. As product SKUs and 

variations explode, managing inventory has become 

intensely difficult.

With next-gen supply chain execution, however, you get 

the flexibility you need to manage an increasingly complex 

fulfillment operation. You can handle orders of all sizes, 

while ensuring that you’re following the right procedures for 

storage, labeling, assembly, and shipping. And you’ll be in 

position to ensure that your orders are managed perfectly.

To master your inventory, consider these dimensions of 

your supply chain execution solution:

Insight: Data-driven insights should be the foundation for any 

supply chain execution solution.  You need rich reporting to ensure 

your allocation rules and picking rules are matched to the diverse 

array of orders you must fulfill. And you need accurate dashboards 

that allow you to track inventory investments in relation to projected 

demand. 

Core: You need configurable putaway and storage rules to  

optimize your use of warehouse space. Advanced WMS features 

such as Cross Docking, Task Interleaving and slotting enhance  

the productive use of warehouse assets which include labor  

and inventory.

Interface: You have a new generation of workers to deploy and 

manage. They expect to have access to the latest tools and 

technologies. In this case, that might mean smartphones or tablets  

with intuitive user interfaces.  By adopting an interface reminiscent 

of the devices workers use in their personal lives, you maximize 

workforce engagement and productivity. 
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Operational demands are escalating. New research from Aberdeen suggests that 50% of wholesale distributors 

seek to “improve labor efficiency and workforce productivity by reassessing management software.”5

You are challenged to move at a new pace: As the 

velocity of value chains increases, there’s constant 

pressure to reconfigure your warehouse to optimally 

slot the product, so that your picking time and other 

warehouse activity time is optimally managed. 

Maximize your assets and resources

5  Wholesale Distribution: Digital Economy Impact and Survival, Bryan Ball, Aberdeen Group, April 2016. 

Conquer your costs

Operational expenses and cash flow appear to limit 

your options. Costs can easily spiral out of control when 

you’re trying to meet increasing demands, while ensuring 

your orders are perfect. This may reduce your ability to 

redeploy investments to try to reign in those costs.
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THE SOLUTION: 

Unify labor  
and warehouse 
management
Today’s laggards remain mired in the status quo— 

dealing with disconnected apps and fragmented 

functionality, incoherent interfaces, and incomplete 

reporting. In this new era, they are under siege.

To become a leading distributor, you need to embrace 

next-gen supply chain execution solutions. You need  

the right tools to manage your workforce more effectively—

deploying workers in ways that reduce costs, while 

improving performance. By unifying labor and warehouse 

management as part of one system, you can drive down 

system and maintenance costs, while driving up return  

on investment.

To conquer your costs, consider these dimensions of your  

supply chain execution solution:

Insight: With all relevant data and reports available in a single 

system, decision-making becomes far easier and more effective. 

You can easily assess various options and actions in relation to 

existing circumstances. You’ll know your order volumes. You’ll 

know your labor capacity. You’ll know what you need to know to 

make smart and strategic management decisions.

Core: As orders become more varied and specialized, you need 

an expansive system that’s sophisticated enough to enable more 

value-added activity in the warehouse. The solution must allow 

you to create new configurations and new ways of sequencing 

activities. By unifying advanced functionality in a single system, 

you strengthen and streamline your entire operation. 

Interface: With a single interface that encompasses labor and 

warehouse management, workers experience new levels of 

efficiency. No longer challenged to move between applications 

or transfer data between them, they can perform in a more 

fluid, productive manner—free from the friction that would have 

previously hampered their work. 
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While conventional warehouse management systems concentrate on merely locating inventory, the next 

generation of supply chain execution solutions let you manage the whole process of material flow: receiving, 

put-away, cycle counting, picking, replenishment, packing, and shipping. You can reach new levels of 

warehouse visibility, agility, and productivity. By capitalizing on advanced solutions, you can:

Embracing the next generation  
of supply chain execution

Implement your way. Whether you wish to deploy in the 

cloud or on-premise, the option should be yours. With a 

subscription-based, cloud service, your solution provider 

will generally manage your infrastructure and provide 

automatic upgrades. 

Optimize the order. You’re expected to deliver the perfect 

order every time. By taking advantage of the advanced 

capabilities in next-gen supply chain execution solutions—

including bar coding, scanning, radio frequency support, 

directed put away, wave picking, cycle counting, kitting, 

and cross-docking—you can address increasing demands 

around order fulfillment. 

Supercharge your workforce productivity and asset 

utilization. Your labor and warehouse cost pressures 

are significant. By combining labor and warehouse 

management capabilities in one platform, you not only 

drive out system costs, but also set the stage for big 

productivity gains. You’ll be able to hold down labor 

expenses, while dramatically boosting the performance 

of your people. Plus, you’ll get far more from your existing 

equipment and warehouse space. 

Drive out inventory costs. By pushing beyond the limits of 

legacy warehouse management systems, you can make 

inventory buying decisions based on superior visibility—

wherever it resides in your supply chain. By reducing your 

inventory cost burden, you’ll be able to realize a superior 

return on capital.
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For more information, visit Infor Supply Chain Execution.
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About Infor 
Infor builds business software for specific industries in the cloud. With 15,000 employees and over 90,000 

customers in more than 170 countries, Infor software is designed for progress. To learn more, please visit  

www.infor.com.
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