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Technology has played a part in the evolution of the retail 
landscape. The rise of ecommerce has commoditised 
once-speciality products, whilst other categories have 
been driven into a war waged on price and convenience. 
It has driven many new productivity changes too.

Increasingly, budgets are being squeezed by the tough 
P&Ls whilst your customers – both stores and shoppers – 
demand high standards and more stringent SLAs.

So, now the hidden heroes that are responsible for 
keeping the supply chain turning must find their way 
through the challenges and continually optimise the 
operation.

It’s essential to squeeze every last drop of capacity 
from the assets and operational costs with the aim of 
preserving those precious few points of margin. But, 
there are a series of bottlenecks which eventually stop all 
cost effective optimisation activities. 

However, given the constraints and the increasing 
requirements, it is essential to the supply chain 
and logistics operation going to keep delivering for 
customers.

The 24/7 nature of supply chain operations along with 
the constraints and requirements means it delivers a 
truck load of stress for those responsible. Whilst the 
supply chain will play an increasingly large differentiator 
for the future market, it also plays a critical part in 
bringing in “this week’s numbers.”

Every single day, there are two big, fundamental, almost 
philosophical questions being asked of you: 

• Is your supply chain good enough?

• Will your supply chain make your brand a winner or 
loser?

If those send a chill down your spine or make you a little 
uncomfortable, you have to ask yourself: are you doing 
everything possible? Or are there bottlenecks holding 
you and your business back? 

The rock and the hard place
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Optimising your process is the classic starting point 
for overcoming bottlenecks and can lead to double 
digit productivity gains. Use Lean principles such as 
identifying non-value add activities and highlighting 
process waste. But there are several key inefficiencies 
to focus on. 

Double handling stock could be costing you 9% of 
payroll

Whether at a pallet, case or order level, double 
handling stock will slow your process down and add 
a bottleneck to the operation. McKinsey reported that 
this sort of process improvement could be worth a 
4-9% saving opportunity. Plus, it is likely that every time 
you handle a product, you introduce a potential for 
error and the next type of process waste. 

Where are your 
bottlenecks?
It’s easy to see your operational bottlenecks and it’s 
probable that you’ll have already considered this. But 
beyond the simple quick wins, the bottlenecks get 
both harder to see and fix. 

Process: Start here 
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Toby Gooley writes in 
DC Velocity: “Waiting is 
one of the biggest labor-
related wastes inside a 
warehouse. "Typically, 
either people are waiting 
on orders or orders are 
waiting on people," 
 
[Robert] Martichenko 
[CEO of LeanCor, a 3PL] 
says. Both are costly: If 
people are waiting for 
orders, you have labor 
that's not being utilized 
or being productive, and 
if orders are waiting for 
people, those workers 
will have to work harder 
and faster, and thus 
become stressed and 
overburdened.”

Half of the pick payroll is in travel

Especially when unladen and not moving stock, 
travel will cost you time and money. There are many 
root causes for excess travel – and they all add up. 
Often, they result from excessive and independent 
processes which must be combined and simplified. 
Walking could represent 50% of your pickers’ 
time – so there is a large labour cost involved and 
opportunity. 

Another third of time could be spent on checks 

Checks are great when they find errors. But every 
single check that finds items as expected is, in fact, a 
waste. McKinsey reported that 33% of time is spent 
in additional checks. The skill, therefore, comes with 
knowing where the errors are. Or by eliminating the 
potential causes of error and therefore improving 
your accuracy. Hopefully, you’ll already know the 
accuracy of different stages of your process for your 
own operation. Once you know the accuracy, the 
next stage is to root cause the errors and resolve the 
specific challenges in your business.

Returns and reverse logistics are killing your ROI

This process is full of these different wastes, by the 
very nature of them. But it is also important to 
separate new stock from returned stock or quickly 
risk becoming confused and grinding to a halt. 
Shopify and the Reverse Logistics Association report 
that managing the “return and repair” process 
accounts for 10% of total supply chain costs. However, 
if there are inefficient processes, it could escalate and 
reduce profit by 30%.

Another efficiency killer in hiding: waiting 

This is another critical way that wastes time and 
creates bottlenecks in your operation. Whether 
you’re waiting for systems to process, or due to 
congestion and traffic in the warehouse, or delays 
due to downtimes and maintenance, or waiting for 
equipment availability. These all slow you down and 
all prevent your warehouse from operating effectively 
and serving your customers to the best of your 
ability. But they can be reduced, for example, APL 
Logistics cut 60 hours of waiting time each week and 
reinvested time back into picking. 
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Right now, it’s likely that your warehouse is powered 
by people. This is an intense role and environment 
that, as you know, can be dangerous and cause serious 
injuries. 

These injuries lead to days away from work and more 
administration that slows your operation down. The US 
Bureau of Labor Statistics showed that every year, 5% 
of the warehouse workforce will suffer an injury. 

But, even assuming no injuries, the National Safety 
Council have reported that the impact of decreased 
productivity due to fatigue can be between $1,200 
and $3,100 per employee per year. As a percentage of 
your total labour budget, that adds up quickly. And a 
tired member of staff is more likely to take shortcut 
that can often involve bypassing safety policies and 
procedures, which in turn leads to more accidents and 
more injuries.

It’s also likely that you’re increasing the reliance on 
agency staff to ramp up and down and meet the 
varying customer demand and peak trading periods. 
McKinsey reported that workforce could vary up to 
50% from day to day. And of course, these peak times 
often come at the same time as other retailers and 
good labour quickly becomes scarce. 

With different mechanical handling equipment and 
forklift trucks, it can be hard to find the right people 
with the right skills, training and capability. Especially 
if you’re reliant on agency staff to help you meet 
demand. 

And without that skilled workforce, your operation 
quickly grinds to a halt.

People: Are people still doing the heavy lifting 
in your warehouse?
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Your working capital is tied up in stock holding 
and your business is relying on your supply chain 
to protect and serve this stock at the right time. 
But with a classic warehouse operation, that 
stock can, ironically, become a risk that interferes 
with the smooth running of the operation. 

The large financial investment means there is 
a desire for clear visibility. This often represents 
itself as tracking, scanning, counting and 
checking activities. And these lead to more 
process-based bottlenecks, as discussed already.

These often come about for fear of unknown 
stock loss or shrinkage. This stock loss or shrink 
will cause havoc in many ways, affecting both 
your profit margin and your customer experience. 
65% of your total shrink could be caused by 
internal theft, supplier loss or incorrect data – 
and there are many causes of this stock loss as 
detailed by Supply Chain Digest. Furthermore, 
if you are selling high value items which seem 
attractive to steal, you must add additional 
checks which slow you down and degrade trust 
with your loyal team members.

With customer demand becoming increasingly 
flexible, especially at the moment, it’s also 
important to stay nimble and be able to quickly 
access or replenish stock. You of course want 
easy access to all the stock you hold at any time 
to prevent missed or failed picks which cost you 
in process efficiency and customer experience. 
Although you want to access all your stock, you 
have another important bottleneck in the way. 

Stock: Accessing your working capital
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Space: The final frontier

Whilst the warehouse space race was key to past 
success, now it can represent a noose around 
your neck because of its rigidity. A set number of 
warehouses, sheds, big boxes or square footage – 
however you prefer to think about it. Permanent 
racking means you have to accept the aisle 
widths and your warehouse utilisation is based on 
successfully using vertical space. Of course, your 
vertical storage is dependent on reach or forklift 
trucks and specialist skills.

Space utilisation touches so many elements 
and considerations in your operation too. From 
range and pick faces to adjacency, travel and 
replenishment times.  
 
But space is becoming expensive. From 2014 to 
2019, the Wall Street Journal and CBRE reported 
that industrial rent rose by 23.9%, driven largely 
by the rise in e-commerce. And with the Covid-19 
pandemic, there is further demand and therefore 
possible a further increase. Plus, there is an 
increasing demand for smaller warehouses near 
to cities to aid with fast fulfilment propositions.

And in many ways, space really is the final frontier. 
When all your other bottlenecks have been 
resolved, the physical space will often remain as 
the last big bottleneck. The capital investment, 
availability and time periods involved in creating 
new space can be considerable. Plus, it would be 
easy to argue that it adds further rigidity into the 
business at a time when you need to be flexible.
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If you continue without change, these four bottlenecks 
will remain as your focus. And you’ll find that there is only 
so much you can do before it becomes cost prohibitive to 
make small changes and tweaks to remove the bottleneck. 
And with every little change that is made, it gets harder to 
feasibly and sensibly squeeze out every percentage point of 
improvement.

But still the wider company looks to the supply chain and 
distribution function to ask if it is up to the challenge and if 
it will help the brand succeed in the marketplace. 

To overcome the bottlenecks and challenges that you 
face today, you’ll need to do more than just optimise the 
operation.  

Automation is now accessible for all

Instead, you must reimagine how your warehouses can and 
will work in the future. Look at how you can automate and 
systemise your operation.

In 1934, the German film, Der Herr Der Welt (Master of the 
World) imagined robots liberating people from doing hard 
labour and dangerous jobs. This innovative view was years 
ahead of its time. 

And for many decades, a robotic workforce seemed like a 
futuristic concept that could only exist in sci-fi movies and 
cartoons. 

But this is now our reality. 

Automation is here and it is debunking the myths around 
what is possible, how expensive it is and how capable and 
flexible robots can be. 

The reality is that automation and robotics are now highly 
accessible for all. 

Plus, they can be much more flexible than earlier systems 
that required permanent installations and custom designs. 
These rigid systems can end up adding bottlenecks into the 
future, especially if you aspire to grow. The alternative is that 
they are over-engineered and over costed for a performance 
or volume that you’ll never achieve. 

Continual tweaking won't 
fix these bottlenecks

The new breed 
of flexible 
robotic 
systems are 
here and they 
can scale 
your current 
and future 
operations and 
demand
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The good news is that you can overcome the 
bottlenecks discussed earlier. And you won’t need to 
“bet the farm” in these financially squeezed times. 

Through automating your warehouse and supply chain, 
you can waste less time and effort whilst improving 
pick accuracy and boosting productivity. 

There will be a workforce reduction, making teams 
easier to manage and less reliant on key skills and 
capabilities. 

You can achieve much greater stock visibility without 
extra checks and scans, plus you can restrict who 
actually has access to stock to minimise shrink risk.

Plus, your space will be used more effectively and 
you have flexibility to change, adapt and scale at a 
moment’s notice.

Flexible robotic solutions, such as those offered by 
Geek+ can be quickly deployed and can be easily scaled 
up or down to match your demand. 

The solutions can be tailored to your existing operating 
models, where robots work alongside your pickers to 
move around your warehouse, taking out the hard 
work of pushing trolleys, dollies or totes. This is perhaps 
the easiest and quickest way to start an automation 
journey. 

Alternatively, this could be your opportunity to 
revolutionise your warehouse operation. Moving to a 
“Goods to Person” system, your robotic workforce brings 
the stock to your pickers, eliminating wasted travel 
times and increasing pick rates and accuracy. Also, 
robots and their AI control system means that your 
storage space can be condensed, yet at the same time, 
easily accessed for picking.

Sorting and cross-docking operations can also be 
automated to ensure that the right parcel or box is 
directed to the right destination. It’s possible to remove 
checks and with other solutions like RFID, you can still 
get full visibility and traceability of your stock.

Finding a cost effective, 
flexible and scalable solution

With robots and 
humans working 
together, you 
can automate 
many scenarios 
and overcome 
your operational 
bottlenecks
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Decathlon are an international sports retailer. Their 
range includes over 20,000 SKUs and since moving 
to the Geek+ flexible automation solution, they 
have achieved 3 times the pick efficiency for both 
store orders and e-commerce customer orders. 
The “Goods To Person” system allows their human 
pickers to be more productive and with a less 
labour intensive role. 

But, not only were they faster, but those orders 
were picked with greater accuracy and more 
visibility of the current performance and 
stockholding. And by integrating with RFID, they 
have automated their inventory processes as well 
as further increasing accuracy and pick speeds. 
Picking stations and storage are more condensed 
too, saving space.

Decathlon worked with Geek+ to reimagine how 
their warehouse operation works, save space, 
increase capacity and make their operation more 
flexible. They’ve unleashed their supply chain.

Here’s an example: 
overcoming the bottlenecks
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Rising to the challenge to 
serve your retail business
There are many bottlenecks in your operating model, 
even if you’ve already started removing them. But, it’s 
increasingly hard to juggle the different demands in 
this omni-channel world of retail. And you know that it’s 
personally demanding too. 

But, by reinventing how your operation works and 
through automation, you can overcome the hard to shift 
bottlenecks. You can react to changing demand. Pivot for 
unforeseen circumstances. Scale to meet peak trade and 
flash sales. 

Meanwhile, your business will be able to delight your 
customers by picking perfectly, fulfilling faster and 
delivering to demand. 

Just imagine that. 

To make that imagination a reality, reach out to Geek+ and 
assess the opportunity that you could unblock right now.

And why not ask about our flexible Robot As A Service 
offering?

Just email sales@geekplus.com or call to start your 
automation journey.

Imagine how it would feel if your business could overcome 
the bottlenecks that exist in your operation…

Imagine a world where your supply chain is good enough 
to serve your business and your customers…

Imagine if your supply chain could position your retail 
brand for success.
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About Geek+

Geek+ is a global technology company 
specialising in smart logistics. We provide a 
comprehensive line of logistics robots and 
solutions to help businesses realise smart 
logistics transformation. 

According to global market research 
firm, Interact Analysis, Geek+ holds No1. 
market position of the global AMR market. 
Currently, Geek+ has deployed more than 
10,000 AMR robots worldwide, leading the 
global smart logistics revolution. Geek+ 
was established in 2015. Headquartered in 
Beijing, the company has since expanded 
to Asia Pacific, Europe and North America 
and currently offers global sales, operation 
and service capabilities in 20 countries. 
Geek+ has a large scale and proven portfolio 
of successful case studies, such as Nike, 
Decathlon, Walmart, Toyota, Suning, and 
includes nearly 40 Fortune 500 companies. 
Geek+ has a large scale and proven portfolio 
of successful case studies.
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Website: https://www.geekplus.com
Email: sales@geekplus.com


