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Peak season, post-COVID edition 
The 2021 peak shipping season is expected to be like no other. The rise 
of direct-to-consumer (D2C) ecommerce, dramatic changes in shopping 
habits and supply chain disruptions have created an unrecognisable 
landscape. Following the onset of the pandemic in early 2020, the ripple 
effects from the initial outbreak continue in the form of overstretched 
supply chains and transportation networks. Shortages of consumer 
goods in many product categories are still commonplace as demand 
continues to outpace supply.  

A logjam of U.S. imports has clogged the Ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach since 
late summer 2020 when manufacturers and retailers tried to rebuild inventories 
depleted in the early stages of the pandemic. In summer 2021, port back-ups continue, 
forcing container ships to anchor at sea for long periods, only to encounter more 
delays port side.i  

As a result, peak season shipping is no longer limited to the typical August-October 
period with a squeeze on parcel carriers in November-December. Last year, surges in 
ecommerce shipments squeezed ground carriers into operating at peak for several 
months at a time instead of an average of 6 weeks.ii Many parcel carriers and small-
package networks remain overburdened, well ahead of this year’s peak. 

Unpredictability of demand and the blurring of promotional periods—Black 
Friday and Cyber Monday, for example, are now one multi-day peak—add to 
the challenges that brands and retailers face to keep up with consumer 
demand and expectations for rapid shipping. 

Managing disruptions, avoiding distribution and fulfillment 
bottlenecks, and managing costs during peak season have 
become the top priorities for merchants in 2021.
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Ecommerce and omnichannel 
changed everything 
In the highly seasonal retail market, demand forecasts 
are not an exact science. DTC ecommerce has always 
been subject to fluctuations in volumes. Due to heavily 
trend-based markets, it’s challenging to know what the 
next bestselling product will be.

Adding to the mix is the record-breaking growth in ecommerce 
that began when more consumers were forced online to shop 
during the pandemic. U.S. ecommerce sales are expected to top 
$908.7 billion this year, comprising 15.5% of $5.856 trillion in total 
U.S. retail sales in 2021, up from about 14.% of total retail sales in 
2020.iii  

Ecommerce sales are only set to capture a greater share of U.S. 
retail sales, meaning merchants will face tremendous pressure to 
offer even more convenience and flexibility to consumers. This is 
in addition to hybrid fulfillment models including ship-from-store, 
BOPIS, and BORIS which retailers quickly adopted to manage 
skyrocketing order volumes.

The bottom line? In today’s omnichannel environment, 
maintaining a seamless customer experience throughout peak 
season is challenging at best.

high costs
         manual processes 
lackluster technology 
orders are slow to leave warehouse

inaccurate orders 
        inaccurate inventory
low throughput 

inefficient picking  
& order processing

Signs your distribution & fulfillment 
operations can’t handle peak

The post-pandemic reopening has 
already triggered strong demand 
in apparel as adults and kids return 
to offices and classrooms. For the 
two-month period ending in early 
September 2021, apparel sales 
are expected to increase 78% 
compared with the same period last 
year, with strong demand in many 
other back-to-school categories.iv
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Distribution 
& fulfillment 
strategies
Distribution and fulfillment operations are integral to the success of 
peak shipping season. If you can’t keep up with peaks and troughs in 
your own operations, or aren’t working with a 3PL that offers scalable 
solutions, here are some strategies to gain more control during peaks:    

Control 
bottlenecks 

Control labor Control 
inventory

Control parcel 
shipping

Control returns
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Do you need to alter your fulfillment strategies? A lack of 
planning, over-reliance on manual processes, and labor 
shortages are just a few of the issues that can wreak havoc 
during peak season or unexpected order surges, leading to 
bottlenecks in warehouse processing. 

As a result of the pandemic, shippers are expected to make active 
efforts to increase the overlap between their distribution and 
omnichannel networks to improve agility and minimize the risk of 
disruptions, according to the 25th Annual 2021 Third-Party Logistics 
Study which surveyed shippers across industry.v

Collaborate with your fulfillment provider to better manage surges, 
whether it’s the end-of-year holiday peak or other events such 
as seasonal-related products or promotions, to help minimize 
disruptions. Use benchmark data from audits and KPIs to help  
you learn where you can improve processes, raise throughput,  
and reduce costs.

1. Control bottlenecks  
Don’t overlook the importance 
of your warehouse layout in 
increasing efficiency, including 
labor productivity. You can 
optimize the placement of 
inventory within the warehouse 
by locating high-volume or 
best-selling ecommerce stock 
in close proximity to packing 
stations, for example. 
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Mitigating labor costs as volumes rise during peak is difficult enough, 
let alone amid current shortages and the fierce competition for short-
term seasonal labor. Seasonal volume spikes can stretch warehouse 
operations to the breaking point, causing delays in fulfillment and 
deliveries, inaccurate orders, or other inefficiencies that can increase 
cost-per-order and tarnish a brand’s reputation. 

In ecommerce fulfillment, typical bottlenecks related to labor include 
order picking and packing. You can use automation to supplement your 
seasonal and permanent workforce to reduce labor costs, prevent human 
error, while expediting the picking and sorting process. Warehouse 
automation boosts order accuracy which, in turn, improves customer 
satisfaction and supports scalability. 

• Take at a look at your picking methodologies. Batch picking, for example, 
reduces labor by the filling of more than one order simultaneously. 

• To avoid bottlenecks in the DC, dedicate parts of your seasonal workforce 
to specific tasks such as packing orders or returns processing. 

• Streamline your packing processes. Ensure that orders are complete 
before moving them to the packing area. If your volumes aren’t enough 
to justify box erector equipment, use fast-assembly shipping boxes that 
don’t require tape, for example.

2. Control Labor   
Merchants have picked up their 
pace in automating fulfillment 
to reduce labor costs and 
streamline workflows. One-fifth 
of respondents in RIS News’ 
31st Annual Retail Technology 
Study cited “accelerating 
flexible shipping and fulfillment 
capabilities” as a top technology-
driven strategy for the next 18 
months, while over one-half 
have started or will start a major 
technology upgrade within the 
next 2 years.vi 

Are bots the answer?  
Bots, known as autonomous mobile robots (AMRs), 
perform tasks and move around the warehouse without 
human intervention. A common type of AMR used in 
fulfillment are those designed to reduce labor associated 
with picking. The bot uses the most efficient route to 
reach an item's location and then notifies the human 
picker to retrieve the product. The bot brings the product 
to the picking station, allowing the worker to go on to 
another bot-directed pick, thereby reducing walking time 
and the need to push or carry stock-laden carts. 

In sum, AMRs reduce labor costs and improve employee 
productivity by freeing up staff to focus on higher value 
activities. Bots are also pandemic friendly, working 
alongside warehouses filled with people and equipment, 
and integrate into workflows to perform tedious or 
labor-intensive tasks. For those without robots, consider 
more affordable tech solutions to simplify and automate 
the picking and fulfillment process such as mobile 
technology. 
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How much stock do I have and where is it? Without real-time visibility into 
your inventory and a greater level of data automation in your warehouse or 
DC, managing seasonal peaks in the face of other supply chain constraints 
can become an insurmountable feat.  

On the inbound side, efficient putaway methods will help ensure that 
inbound shipments are processed quickly without allowing goods to stack 
up, contributing to accurate inventory levels. Use continuous cycle counting 
practices to ensure a high level of inventory accuracy.

• Eliminate manual stock entry into WMS and other inventory systems by 
using automated inventory processing methods such as barcode scanning 
to reduce errors and improve order accuracy.

• Use digital process automation technologies such as mobile data 
collection with wireless barcode scanners to make stock levels and 
movements in the warehouse visible, saving time and money while 
reducing human error.  

Robust automation and order management capabilities are essential to 
omnichannel fulfillment. The trouble is many traditional WMS weren’t 
designed to address the complexity of ecommerce and cross-channel 
fulfillment. Order management systems (OMS) automate many tasks such 
as inventory tracking, generating pick lists, order processing, and shipping 
activities. An OMS is essential for merchants that use hybrid fulfillment 
models.

3. Control inventory    

Both shippers and 3PLs, across 
industry, place significant 
emphasis on data and analytics, 
technology and digital solutions 
as well as continuous innovation, 
according to the 25th Annual 2021 
Third-Party Logistics Study.x

TIP: Solutions that are merchant-
facing—not just warehouse-facing—
provide brands and retailers with 
visibility into warehouse operations 
to better manage inventory and 
orders, enabling true omnichannel 
distribution and fulfillment.

Manage peak with scalable solutions  
A scalable warehouse management and order 
fulfillment platform allows merchants to view 
and manage inventory wherever it’s located. An 
omnichannel-ready 3PL and larger merchants is 
more likely have a WMS interfaced or integrated 
with an OMS. 

Ecommerce-enabled OMS functionality includes 
comprehensive order management capabilities, 
such as the ability to pause an individual order 
or a specific SKU by creating an order rule. Real-
time visibility into inventory by the merchant and 
warehouse provides centralized data including 
inventory turnover ratios and other metrics, while 
enabling the routing of orders across channels using 
rules-based logic —a necessity for managing high 
volumes at peak.vii

Distribution dilemmas  
Large-volume merchants with high SKU counts can use 
multi-node fulfillment networks to reduce risk by reaching 
customer bases within a short delivery timeframe. More 
distribution nodes (warehouses, DCs, stores, etc.) mean 
higher inventory and labor costs, but lower shipping costs 
and faster delivery, enhancing customer satisfaction. 
Multi-node networks give brands more flexibility to scale 
with seasonal demand or to meet surges in demand in one 
region by fulfilling orders using a node in another region. 

An advanced OMS can optimize fulfillment by parameters 
such as the proximity of stock to the order destination 
and determine costs at different delivery speeds across 
multiple channels.viii  When multiple stock locations are 
involved, order routing capabilities allow the efficient 
routing of stock to a pre-determined location as the 
shipping point, facilitating consolidation into one shipment 
to the consumer. ix
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Consumers have come to expect two-day and even same-day shipping, but 
merchants need to control their costs to maintain profit margins. Product 
price increases due to increases in shipping costs are just one sign of the high 
inflationary environment seen in 2021. It’s a no-brainer that merchants save on 
shipping and packaging costs when a consumer buys multiple products at once  
by consolidating items into one package.

Here are more ways to control shipping costs:    
 
• Simplify delivery tiers: consider incentivizing customers to choose slower but more 

affordable delivery options. Offer express shipping within 2 days at a premium price 
with longer transits of 3 to 7 days at an attractive shipping discount. 

• Stop free shipping offers: even temporarily removing free shipping offers, such as 
for a 3-month period during peak, will help to avoid profit losses. 

• Increase the threshold for free shipping: an alternative option is to increase order 
minimums for free shipping by 25% to take into account seasonal surcharges, 
meaning you can save on shipping costs  while incentivizing customers to increase 
their average order values. 

• If you are a low-volume merchant or have a multi-node fulfillment strategy, 
supplement your carrier network with regional parcel carriers. 

• Small businesses may find benefit in offering single rate shipping, known as flat rate 
shipping, using a fixed-cost model. By further adjusting the flat rate at the time of 
checkout to meet business rules by shipping zone, order total thresholds, or weight 
ranges, merchants can stay in control.xi

4. Control parcel shipping  
TIP: Achieve greater 
cost containment 
by working with a 
3PL that has pre-
negotiated carrier 
discounts based on 
volumes already in 
place. 

Work with your parcel carriers in advance  
In 2021, merchants are already dealing with 
significantly higher shipping costs, including fees 
and surcharges, compared to 2020. Some carriers 
have announced further increases to take effect 
in Q4. Shippers need to plan ahead for the 2021 
holiday peak, putting packages into parcel networks 
as early as possible to avoid delays. Like 2020, 
some carriers have already limited the volume of 
packages they will accept from shippers, especially 
from low-volume pick-up locations. Amazon 
Logistics, USPS, major parcel carriers, and regional 
carriers shipped more than 3 billion parcels during 
the 2020 holiday season, according to shipping 
software company ShipMatrix.xii  You can expect 
strained carrier networks and even greater volumes 
during this year’s peak.
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5. Control returns   
As ecommerce spend 
continues to climb, reverse 
logistics challenges will 
only continue. The ability 
to offer more flexible and 
lenient returns, while still 
mitigating the risk of fraud 
and abuse, is more critical 
than ever.xv  

During peak periods, returns can stack up in the warehouse to be processed 
after the rush has concluded. Ecommerce returns are a major driver of the overall 
growth of returns, according to a survey by the National Retail Federation (NRF).xiii   
Omnichannel also complicates returns, as more channels can invite a greater risk of 
fraud. 

Returns are costly for merchants. In the NRF survey, retailers estimated the cost 
of holiday returns in 2020 at $101 billion, with the rate of ecommerce returns more 
than doubling in 2020. During the 2020 holiday season, retailers surveyed by 
NRF predicted more than 13% of merchandise sold during the period would be 
returned, with the bulk of returns coming in January 2021.  

• Start prioritizing revenue recapture from lost sales on a year-round basis. Make sure 
that returns are promptly returned to warehouse or store shelves for reselling, or 
processed for refurbishment, donation, disposal, etc. An ecommerce-enabled WMS 
or a returns management software solution will help you to make short work of 
returns.  

• Whether you process returns in-house, through your 3PL or a niche returns 
provider, limit returns during peaks by extending return periods, even temporarily, 
such as from 30 days to 60 days. Clearly communicate temporary changes in 
return policies to your customers via FAQs and social media announcements. 

• If you work with a 3PL or an outside provider, review your returns policies and 
expectations with them. Develop a vendor routing guide to document which entity 
will do what, whether by type of product or channel.xiv
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The COVID-19 pandemic has upended supply 
chains, creating monumental imbalances 
in supply and demand across product 
categories while permanently altering 
consumer shopping habits. The 2021 peak 
shipping season has started early on the 
heels of already backlogged supply chains 
and constrained transportation networks. 

Combined with the accelerated growth of 
D2C ecommerce, brands and retailers are 
left to navigate the complexities of peak 
season with greater uncertainty. Managing 
surges in order volumes during peak season 
or promotional periods has become a top 
priority to avoid not only financial losses, but 
customer losses as well. 

Whether your fulfillment operations are in-
house or outsourced, it’s important to build 
scalability and flexibility into your systems 
via automation. By taking a good look at 
the key areas of inventory, labor, parcel 
shipping, and returns, merchants can take 
action to control bottlenecks and optimize 
their operations for a successful peak. They 
stand to reduce costs, improve inventory 
accuracy, and boost order throughput —all 
while improving the customer experience 
and enhancing brand loyalty.

Making or 
breaking 
peak 
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About Whiplash 
Whiplash is a leading provider of direct-to-consumer fulfillment and 
retail logistics, including end-to-end customer care, transportation, 
distribution, and value-added warehouse services. Its high-performance 
operations are supported by its namesake ecommerce platform 
and a suite of advanced technology solutions, enabling the multi-
channel connectivity required by the retail supply chains of today and 
tomorrow. Operating 18 distribution centers nationwide across more 
than 6.5 million square feet of space in addition to its international 
partner network, Whiplash brings emerging and established brands the 
scale and vision they need to grow and succeed.  
For more information, visit: www.whiplash.com 

Have you outgrown your current 
fulfillment operations? To talk with 
one of our fulfillment experts, please 
call us at 877-901-6472, or email 
fulfillment@whiplash.com. 

Coming up 
In our next ebook, we’ll take a look at technologies that are enabling ecommerce, 
distribution, and fulfillment, transforming retail as we know it. We’ll explore what 
merchants can do to prepare their digital stores in the customer’s pre- and post-
purchase journeys to meet the demands of omnichannel.
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