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A Brief Note of Introduction 
 

While many of us look at 2019 as the year were able to exhale, no one could have foretold the 
events that unfolded in 2020.  Supply Chain was thrust into mainstream media, being portrayed 
as the front-line in fighting the pandemic.  Late night comedy hosts referred to the supply chain 
in their monologues and politicians addressed inventory needs in their speeches…we finally 
made it, though not necessarily for the reason we may have wished.  
 
While 2020 has been a major challenge, supply chain professionals will encounter many 
challenges and rapid change over the next decade. It is important to assess the strategies, 
requirements, and tools that will shape supply chains and drive success through 2030.  
 
A team of experts from Auburn University's Center for Supply Chain Innovation (CSCI), the 
Council of Supply Chain Management Professionals (CSCMP), the National Shippers Strategic 
Transportation Council (NASSTRAC), and AGiLE Business Media (publisher of DC 
Velocity & CSCMP’s Supply Chain Quarterly), has undertaken a multi-year study of these future 
issues. Over the next few years, the Logistics 2030 (L-2030) study will address key elements of 
the emerging supply chain.  
 
Our first-year study dealt with transportation management, specifically, as the function exists 
within the shipper community.  We collected expert insights on future transportation issues via a 
survey, focus groups, and individual interviews. This report was released in 2019 and was well 
received by the industry. 
 
This year’s report covers warehousing and distribution. Warehousing & Distribution has taken 
an elevated position within the supply chain and has shed the reputation of being a necessary 
evil.  As you will see in the pages that follow, the growth of e-Commerce has led the way in 
moving warehousing & distribution forward. 
  
We would like to thank all the warehouse professionals who participated in this study. Everyone 
involved in the study hopes that you will find the information contained within this report useful 
in your quest to enhance the performance of your warehousing/supply chain networks.    
  
Thank You and Best Regards,  
  

Rick Blasgen  Gail Rutkowski   

President and CEO   Executive Director    
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ABOUT THE STUDY 

“We’re really pushing our DCs to handle more customer direct 
volume and treat the local branches more and more as 
fulfillment centers. It creates customer-centric experiences, 
where we are getting very specific about the type and the 
amount of goods that are being shipped and transferred.” 

Over the last decade, warehousing and distribution (W&D) has 
taken on an elevated role in logistics. They are not constricted 
to the role of being “places used for the storage or 
accumulation of goods.” They have largely shed the “necessary 
evil, cost center” image. And, financial neglect is not as 
widespread. Instead, industry leaders are beginning to invest in 
W&D operations, in an effort to turn them into agile fulfillment 
centers that contribute to organizational success.  

The resurgence of W&D can be attributed largely to the growth 
of online commerce. Led by Amazon, and its massive 
investments in distribution facilities, competitors in both 
business and consumer goods sectors have responded with 
greater prioritization of W&D. The results have been nothing 
short of impressive, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic 
with warehouses operating nonstop to handle demand spikes 
and residence-focused fulfillment patterns.  

It is within this prominent transitional period, where W&D is 
gaining greater priority and respect, that we continue the 
Logistics 2030 (L-2030) series. Over the course of 2019 and 
early 2020, we collected information on the current practices in 
W&D. We also investigated the future initiatives through which 
companies will seek to effectively meet the growing customer 
demand for wider product selection, fast and free order 
fulfillment, and smaller quantity purchases.  

In the pages ahead, our analysis provides a comparative view of 
today’s capabilities versus next decade’s requirements. These 
findings are based on the expert insights from hundreds of 
W&D professionals. We truly appreciate the participants’ 
collective willingness to provide candid perspectives on their 
go-forward initiatives. We hope that you gain valuable insights 
and identify strategies to equip your operations for the 
challenges of the coming decade.   

THE IMPERATIVE 

Supply chains are 
growing more complex, 
and challenging. Where 
this revolution will lead 
us over the next decade 
is worthy of analysis.  
The Logistics 2030 study 
investigates the likely 
drivers of future   
supply chain success. 
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Research Objectives: Warehousing in 2030 

Our second L-2030 series report targets W&D capabilities, 
essential to an organization’s ability to satisfy customer demand. 
We investigate the essential issues that warrant a company’s 
earnest consideration today and in the future:  

Warehousing Tactics: How can strategically aligned 
capabilities balance service and cost control demands? 

Warehousing Talent: How will companies acquire and retain 
W&D talent for associate and manager roles?  

Distribution Technology: Which game-changing tools will 
drive W&D planning and operational excellence? 

In the pages ahead, we present future-focused analyses of these 
key questions, along with actionable takeaways. The report also 
highlights impending issues and investment decisions that W&D 
professionals must address.  

Study Methodology 

The L-2030 research priorities were derived through analysis of 
industry trends and discussions with W&D executives. To gain 
diverse insights, we sought input from CSCMP members, DC 
Velocity and CSCMP’s Supply Chain Quarterly subscribers, and 
Auburn's Center for Supply Chain Innovation industry partners.   

The valued insights of W&D practitioners were captured through 
a tri-modal research approach:  

Expert Panels: Three focus groups, lasting over an hour each, 
uncovered the most pressing W&D issues.  

Online Survey: A 50-question survey captured respondents’ 
insights on current and future W&D issues. 

Interview: A follow up panel discussion dug deeper into the 
panelists’ future strategies and technology plans.  

This research approach engaged W&D professionals from a 
broad array of manufacturers, retailers, distributors, and 
logistics service providers. Thus, we are able to present an 
accurate narrative on W&D tactics, talent, and technology issues 
that will shape operations in the coming decade.   

KEY NUMBERS 

11 focus group panelists 

206 survey respondents 

 5-person panel interview 

40% of participants 
from large companies 
(revenue over $1 billion) 
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ISSUES AND INVESTMENTS 

“Our facilities will have less order-to-execution time. To help us 
speed goods through our buildings, people inside the buildings 
will need to become more versatile. Different technologies and 
material handling equipment will come into play. And, we are 
going to use data a lot more.” 

Among logistics activities, the legendary “Amazon effect” has 
perhaps had the greatest influence on W&D operations. From 
Prime to continuous network expansion to higher hourly wages, 
our respondents regularly face Amazon-induced stressors. As 
the graphic reveals, companies must juggle rising customer 
expectations for faster fulfillment and greater inventory variety 
with the need to cost control. Achieving success requires 
retention of strong W&D managers and hourly associates, 
which has proven to be another significant challenge, even 
during COVID-19.  

These particular challenges will not vanish. Nearly a quarter of 
the L-2030 survey respondents believe that the single most 
important W&D challenge over the next decade will be rising 
customer expectations, followed by operating cost volatility, 
and technology deployment costs. Mix in their anticipation of a 
perpetual labor shortage and W&D leaders will continue to face 
a considerable operational task.  

Succeeding under these conditions requires investment in 
technology enhancement, talent retention, and operational 
transformation. Despite some spending growth, there have 
been shortfalls in each of these key areas. The lack of capital 
investment is the biggest issue, according to the L-2030 
participants. “It’s really surprising that companies have not 
planned financially to move into automation or make basic 
improvements in their operations,” noted one executive.  

These areas also represent pressing investment needs. Nearly 
80 percent of the survey respondents desire greater spending 
on software and automation over the next decade. Doing so will 
boost customer service and address the labor availability issue, 
suggests a W&D leader: “There's almost no choice but to invest 
in automation to reduce the reliance on labor, because finding 
labor isn’t going to get any easier.”  

THE CATCH-22 

“Doing things faster 
and cheaper, at a time 
when everyone also 
wants everything 
personalized, is really, 
really hard.”  
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CRITICAL CAPABILITIES 

“We will have to become much more clear on the types of 
facilities we have and the purpose of each location. And we 
have to better understand exactly what the customer needs to 
fulfill the order from the right facility.” 

Warehousing is no longer a straightforward activity. The days of 
moving pallets in and case-level orders out to a narrow 
customer channel are long gone. The growing complexity of 
fulfillment processes have been amplified by the explosion of 
online commerce and the global COVID-19 pandemic. These 
disruptive forces also underscore the essential role W&D plays 
in sustaining vital product flows to businesses, public 
institutions, and consumers.   

Looking forward, the L-2030 survey respondents see customer 
requirements further ramping up. Nearly 80 percent believe 
that same-day and next-day fulfillment will be the dominant 
customer requirement from DCs over the next decade. A 
majority of respondents also agree that customers will place 
more case- and unit-level orders with DCs in the future, causing 
average shipment sizes to drop.  

To respond effectively, W&D will need to fundamentally change 
over the next decade, according to 88 percent of the 
respondents. They largely agree that these changes will come in 
the forms of: 

• Greater reliance on automation and robotics

• Smaller DCs serving narrower geographic regions

• Deployment of temporary, on-demand capacity

These customer complexity issues and emerging practices will 
require talented W&D personnel to craft innovative plans and 
develop flexible operations that are supported by scalable 
technologies. In this section, we highlight the critical capabilities 
needed for future success, including: the tactics adopted by 
leading firms; the talent strategies planned for recruiting, 
developing, and retaining W&D personnel; and, the role of 
technology as a catalyst to accelerate the ongoing 
transformation of W&D over the coming decade.    

THE NEW NORMAL 

“When I started in this 
business, we talked 
about getting the order 
cycle down to 8 days. 
Now we have to pick 
and ship within hours.” 



[6] 
 

Tactics: Aligning Strategy and Situation 

“Amidst a cultural change from the way things have been 
done for a long time, we’re now using DCs to directly serve 
end customers. Everybody would love for it to happen over a 
longer period of time but we must move fast.” 

Based on the L-2030 participants’ clearly stated need for 
change, we explored their current and future W&D strategic 
plans. The discussion and survey analysis highlight W&D in 
terms of its emerging organizational value proposition, 
changing network structure, evolving partner roles, and 
desired partner capabilities.  

Organizational Focus 

Understanding W&D tactics requires exploring how 
organizations prioritize the fulfillment function. Historically, 
W&D had been considered a cost center by business executives 
– a function that needs to be economized, as if its mere utility 
is directing bulk product flows.  However, this view is changing. 
Our respondents said the function’s real value is growing with 
near consensus that W&D will become an organizational 
priority over the next decade.  

The criticality of W&D is highlighted by strong beliefs that top 
management will invest more time into understanding W&D in 
the future. While 56 percent of the respondents believe that 
top management understands the function today, that number 
will jump to 80 percent by 2030.  

A better understanding will help organizations align W&D 
strategy with corporate and supply chain strategies, as well as 
embed W&D into supply chain processes. “There’s a lot of 
conversation about strategic thinking and understanding the 
implications of the decisions we make in supply chain on the 
rest of the business,” an executive explained. 

These shifts in value proposition and alignment are critical 
because nearly 40 percent of the respondents believe that 
their current W&D operations will not support customer 
requirements in 2030. Future improvement is also necessary, 
given that nearly all respondents expect W&D complexity to 
increase over the next decade.   

BY 2030… 

88% of our respondents 
expect W&D to be a 
company priority  
 
86% of our respondents 
expect W&D strategy to 
be properly aligned with 
corporate strategy 
 
85% of our respondents’ 
W&D operations will be 
capable of meeting 
customers’ expectations 
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Structural Revision 

“The customer's expectations are changing with much greater 
frequency these days but we can't just change the infrastructure 
on a dime. You really have to spend a lot of time trying to figure 
out what's going to happen next.” 

The shifting role and future importance of W&D is driving a 
structural revision of the fulfillment network to support supply 
chain service requirements. Executives in our focus groups 
pointed to W&D network decentralization in response to the 
need for market-facing inventory.  

W&D networks will become regionalized and localized, reducing 
the time needed to serve customers. Instead of large 
centralized warehouses with a million square-feet of space, the 
trend will be smaller footprint DCs that are nimble and provide 
rapid turnover. “We’re going to relocate facilities closer to 
customers in response to the need for faster deliveries,” noted 
one W&D professional. 

The speed imperative also calls for forward inventory 
placement. Similar to Amazon’s network growth through 
multiple types of local and regional facilities, companies will 
respond to customer demand for speed by staging inventory at 
multiple locations, closer to major markets. This portends a 
need by 85 percent of our respondents for W&D network 
expansion over the next ten years.  

Likewise, the types of facilities used to fulfill customer orders 
will transform over the next decade. Our analysis shows that 
major expansion of capacity will occur in regional DCs, local 
fulfillment centers, and retail store fulfillment by 2030. “Those 
that find a way to leverage existing store assets and convert 
them cost effectively to micro-fulfillment centers will win from 
an ecommerce perspective,” an executive stressed.  

Expansion of a decentralized W&D network requires major 
investment. This can be done in-house via capital investment in 
facilities or it can be accomplished through outsourcing of W&D 
activities to third-party logistics providers (3PLs). A third of our 
respondents already use 3PLs extensively, with more planning 
to do so in the future.  

THE PLAN 

“We’re going to have 
smaller locations closer 
to customers and 
bigger locations with 
upstream inventory to 
distribute direct-to-
customers when there 
isn’t a need for two-
hour deliveries.”  
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Evolving 3PL Role and Capabilities 

“In places where we have excess store capacity, we will think 
about setting up satellite fulfillment nodes. I’m really open as to 
whether I run those or have a 3PL run them on our behalf.” 

A key option for expanding W&D infrastructure is to establish 
strategic partnerships with 3PLs.  Currently, more than 60 
percent of the survey respondents rely on 3PLs to fill some or 
most of their orders. The proportion of users is expected to 
reach 70 percent by 2030.  

This expansion can’t be done in a haphazard fashion. Firms must 
be discerning in their decision to use 3PLs and fully consider the 
situation, noted a leader with extensive W&D experience in a 
variety of industries. He explained: “When I think about 
insourcing versus outsourcing and deciding what the right 
strategy is, it depends. Some organizations have decided they 
don’t want to own operations and shed a lot of that stuff off to 
3PLs. Others, like retailers, have a lot of legacy distribution 
infrastructure and must decide whether to continue to run it or 
outsource it.”  

A solid majority of the survey respondents believe that firms will 
consolidate their logistics activities with a select group of 3PL 
partners. Primary areas of outsourced responsibility include 
operations, automation, and technology, though the future will 
bring more shared responsibility in these activities. Strategy, 
planning, and talent management are internally managed by 
most of the respondents and will largely remain so in the future. 

When it comes to establishing closer W&D relationships, 3PLs 
must offer a wide array of services to meet the expanding needs 
of their business partners. The 3PL capability of greatest future 
importance to our study participants is maintaining an extensive 
facility network. This requirement is necessary to help 
companies achieve their goals of network decentralization and 
optimal  forward inventory positioning. An added value of this 
approach is increasing market reach without taking on capital 
investments for company-owned W&D facilities.   

FLEX AS NEEDED

“We have partnered 
with a 3PL for almost 
nine years. We give 
them a specific function 
within the DC. They 
provide the supervision 
and hourly staff to cover 
our peak labor needs.” 
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Another future requirement is the ability to expand and shrink 
W&D network capacity. The importance of this capability is 
rooted in the need for 3PLs to remain nimble and adapt the 
W&D geographic footprint to match changing demand 
patterns. “We’re looking for logistics facilities that are flexible 
in size and construction and gravitate toward a cross-dock-like 
capability,” explained one executive.  

While close and trusting relationships are important, 3PL 
accountability is essential and companies must maintain strong 
oversight of W&D activities. Today, that oversight primarily 
comes in the form of service reports and scorecards, according 
to the survey respondents. While these will remain important 
tools, extensive use of 3PL performance dashboards is 
expected to nearly double from 39 percent today to 67 percent 
in 2030. 

Looking to the future, these scorecards and dashboards will 
rely on the use of specific metrics with stated goals, according 
to 90 percent of the survey respondents.  “We see moving 
away from global metrics on how well we’re doing down to 
process specifics metrics, so we can monitor performance in 
more detail,” an executive noted.  

From the service provider perspective, these accountability 
initiatives can be intensive. “The number of KPIs can be 
extensive and they focus on inventory, on-time and in-full 
orders, and customer service. We have to be able to provide the 
desired cost per case or cost per unit. And, we are starting to 
see metrics around safety and requirements for a code of 
conduct,” explained a 3PL executive.  

Key Takeaways 

Given the changing business landscape where customers’ 
increasing demands for high quality services are upending 
traditional supply chain norms, W&D will play a dominant role 
in delivering on the promise. From positioning inventory close 
to customers and flexing capacity to respond to changing 
demand patterns, W&D is set to break away from its 
traditional place in the shadows. Instead, W&D will take center 
stage in driving business growth for firm in the coming decade. 
Leading firms are developing strategies to make this possible 
through their investments in distribution networks and 
engagement with capable 3PL partners. Doing so will help 
companies harness the opportunities that lie ahead. 

DRIVING FORCE 

“Innovation and 
improvement are the  
objectives that come up 
in every quarterly 
business review.”  
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Talent: Sustaining Productive Teams 

“Just finding people – from the loading dock to supervisors to 
general managers – is getting incredibly challenging. 
Availability versus how fast we need them is not lining up. 
We’re having to put people into bigger roles before they have 
time to mature and understand the business.” 

With the U.S. unemployment rate consistently hovering around 
the 3.5 percent level prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, W&D 
talent challenges loomed large. Frustration with finding W&D 
qualified applicants and retaining them for more than a short 
period of time were primary discussion topics among the L-
2030 focus groups.  

Even as the pandemic hit with full force and drove 
unemployment to 14.7 percent in April 2020, the W&D 
employment market remained robust. Compared to other 
industries, far fewer W&D jobs were lost during the early 
months of COVID-19 and there was an uptick in May/June 
hiring, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Retailers 
continued to hire distribution workers, use overtime, and pay 
bonuses to keep pace with online commerce demand.  

Given the L-2030 participants’ ongoing W&D talent dilemma, 
we explored their current and planned responses. The 
discussion and survey analysis highlight W&D talent initiatives 
for hourly associates and leaders. Frontline  associate issues 
include employment challenges and retention strategies. 
Leadership team topics focus on required skills and talent 
development practices.  

Rallying a Consistent Workforce 

“We’re focusing on retention. Once we keep people through the 
first nine months, they end up staying with us.” 

Organizations face a W&D conundrum. The demand for faster 
fulfillment of small orders intensifies the need for labor. At the 
same time, finding that labor is a growing challenge. More than 
80 percent of the survey respondents are struggling to attract 
people to available hourly roles. The physical nature of the 
work, hourly wage rates, and less than optimal schedules 
contribute to the situation.  

THE REALITY CHECK 

“Labor availability will 
become more and more 
challenging. People 
don't necessarily want 
these jobs, they’re not 
the most glamorous.” 
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The labor problem intensifies during every phase of the hiring 
process. Applicants do not attend interviews. Candidates get 
eliminated due to failed physicals or drug screenings. Finally, 
new hires fail to show up for day one or quit during training. An 
executive lamented: “It is so difficult to keep an hourly 
workforce together, to have them show up on time and stay on 
the job.”  

Even after training and completion of the probationary period, 
the risks of associate turnover and W&D staffing gaps remain. 
Turnover is costly from multiple perspectives. First and 
foremost is the shortage of resources needed to fill orders. 
Low productivity and higher injury rates are chronic issues for 
new associates. And, supervisors must focus their energies on 
training new associates rather than improving operational 
excellence, throughput, and fulfillment cost. Hence, it is no 
surprise that  retention has been a key concern of the L-2030 
study participants, even during the COVID-19 crisis.   

Unfortunately, there is little expectation of relief on the 
horizon. The survey results indicate that the challenges will 
intensify over the next decade on all three fronts. Recruiting is 
expected to be a major problem for 60 percent of the survey 
respondents’ companies. Hiring will be a similar challenge. And 
retention will become an even larger concern, according to the 
L-2030 study participants. “We know the labor isn’t going to be 
any easier to get and retain at a reasonable cost.” said a 
frustrated executive. 

Given the ongoing hourly associate crisis, companies are taking 
a variety of steps to stem the loss of productive W&D 
associates to competitors and jobs in other industries. The 
traditional tactic for attracting W&D associates – enhanced 
benefits and higher wages – have been deployed by many 
companies out of necessity. “I talk to people every week who 
deal with hourly people walking off the job, going to another 
warehouse for $.50 an hour,” said an industry observer. Thus, 
pay-related retention efforts are table stakes to remain 
competitive in W&D labor market, particularly in large cities 
that have robust logistics activity.  

KEEPING UP 

“When Amazon comes 
in and pays $18.00 an 
hour, it just really hurts 
the other warehouse 
operations in town.” 
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Other retention initiatives represent more innovative 
approaches to stem the loss of productive W&D associates to 
competitors and other industries. More than 70 percent of the 
respondents have taken strides to improve facility conditions. 
Physical enhancements like remodeled break rooms, better 
lighting, and air conditioning are being made.  

At many organizations, efforts are also under way to bolster 
the culture inside the facilities. Better communication methods 
and team building efforts are in the works. The goals are to 
build associate loyalty and retain desirable associates for the 
long run.  

Each of these retention strategies will become more prevalent 
in the future as companies adapt to the labor markets. 
Additionally, they will put more emphasis on flexible work 
schedules to accommodate associate preferences. Also, 
assistive technologies will be more widely deployed to reduce 
the physical burden of W&D work.  

Will these efforts have the desired impact? The responsibility 
for fielding a consistently productive distribution workforce 
falls upon the shoulders of W&D leadership. They must be 
associate-engaged relationship builders and maintainers. 

Cultivating a Strong Leadership Team 

“If I think about the talent area, we struggle the most with 
entry level leadership in warehouse operations.” 

The W&D talent predicament is not limited to the hourly 
workforce. The ability to attract, hire, and retain a strong 
leadership team is also an ongoing battle. Considering the 24/7 
nature of W&D operations, the increasing pressure for speed, 
and the ongoing risk of hourly labor shortages today, W&D 
leadership roles can be highly stressful.  

It is a demanding role that is difficult to fill. “We have a really 
difficult time hiring supervisors and then getting supervisors 
with the right skill set and desire to move into a manager role,” 
a leader explained. Key W&D skills include a mix of leadership, 
labor management, and process improvement. In the future, 
analytics will gain importance, becoming a top three W&D 
need, according to the L-2030 participants. 

THE CREATIVE FIX 

“We quickly doubled 
down on culture as a way 
to get folks to stay with 
us versus walking down 
the street for an extra 
buck an hour.” 



[16] 
 

  



[17] 
 

In addition to finding W&D leaders with the desired skills and 
expertise, it will also be imperative to find people with a solid 
cultural fit, noted 90 percent of the survey respondents. 
Making sure that top W&D talent is properly compensated is a 
close third among future challenges. Otherwise, top talent may 
choose to pursue less stressful roles, noted a senior leader: 
“After a year or two in distribution, many of our young 
professionals just want to work in an office setting in a demand 
planning or transportation analyst role.” 

Aggravating the current W&D talent crisis is the internal 
shortage of key skills – finance, change management, and 
technology. More than half of the L-2030 survey respondents 
indicated that each area is weak within their organization. 
Looking out ten years, limited availability of candidates with 
strong interpersonal skills is anticipated. Finding internal and 
external W&D leaders who are competent in negotiation, 
change management, relationship management, and 
communication are the respondents’ future concerns.  

Resolving the talent gap requires active focus. Over 90 percent 
of the L-2030 respondents believe that a robust talent 
development program for W&D leaders will improve company 
performance. However, almost as many indicated that 
consistent funding is a future challenge. If companies are to 
sustain W&D expertise over the next decade, then talent 
development funding discrepancies must be resolved.  

As part of this talent development investment, structured 
programs will need to expand. Currently, only 33 percent of 
the respondents have a formal mechanism to help their 
leaders grow professionally. The good news is that the issue is 
recognized and the number of structured talent development 
programs is expected to double by 2030.    

Key Takeaways  

With W&D playing an increasingly critical role in logistics, the 
need for top flight talent is growing. The ability to serve 
complex networks of demanding customers requires a 
dependable team of productive associates led by skilled W&D 
professionals. Organizations must prioritize talent recruitment, 
fund development programs, and create a positive culture to 
boost retention of both groups. Doing so will build W&D teams 
that can meet future needs.  

THE RECIPE 

To drive W&D retention, 
maintain a positive work 
environment and invest 
in professional 
development for your 
leadership team.   
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Technology: Catalyst for Transformative Change  

“The ROI around technology and where you invest is changing 
beyond just productivity and capacity. We now are looking at 
technology investments to create a runway for business growth 
and that is really, really important.”   

With W&D strategy trending toward a decentralized structure, 
organizations need the ability to quickly pivot. Further, the 
disruptions of the COVID-19 pandemic, the need to serve 
growing demand channels, and the capability to drive customer 
value at a reasonable cost all call for enhanced and rapid 
information flows. Simply stated, strong W&D technology is 
required to successfully execute key strategies under these 
challenging conditions. 

Based on the essential role of technology in fostering W&D 
excellence, we investigated how the L-2030 participants are 
deploying information tools.  The discussion and graphics 
analyze the strategic role of technology in facilitating W&D 
success, the respondents’ perceptions regarding the benefits 
and challenges of deployment, and the growing use of key 
tools.  

Strategic Outlook  

As companies look to effectively manage more complex 
networks, technology will play a pivotal role in ensuring that 
W&D operations are fast, flexible, and accurate. There is a clear 
consensus among the survey respondents that advanced 
technology will drive service quality. In particular, technology 
that supports scaling of W&D operations up and down in 
response to market conditions is essential, according to 80 
percent of the L-2030 survey respondents.  

While the value of technology is understood by W&D 
professionals, critical issues need to be addressed. The top 
concern is whether to invest in technology infrastructure now 
or to wait longer for realistic use cases to mature. “I think too 
many times, technology is a ‘hammer looking for a nail’ type of 
industry,” noted a consultant. These concerns are reflected in 
the limited investment in W&D technology among nearly half 
of the study participants.  

THE PRIORITY 

“We are looking to 
acquire technology to 
help us with quality, 
accuracy, and the speed 
of orders moving 
through our DCs.”  
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Technology investment concerns were also highlighted by focus 
group participants. Some executives linked funding challenges to 
poor financial reserves and a slowing economy, even before 
COVID-19 made matters worse. Others focused more on the 
value proposition. One executive captured this sentiment with 
the following view: “The cost of technology has not come down 
far enough yet to where we can cross that magic line where 
investing in it is cheaper than the cost of having a person do the 
work.”  

There is also a strategic shift underway with W&D leaders 
looking beyond technology Acquisition costs and functionality. 
They are taking a broader ROI perspective. Fortunately, the cost-
benefit analysis for technology solutions is now tilting towards a 
favorable business case for early adoption. An executive 
explained: “The economics of technology and the business ROI 
have changed when you begin to consider labor availability 
problems and the cost escalation of things like healthcare and 
fringe benefits.”  

 
Technology Benefits and Challenges 

 
The expectations for W&D technology are high. More than 70 
percent of the respondents have a strong vision of how 
emerging technologies will benefit their W&D operations. The 
value proposition largely focuses on execution excellence. Faster 
processing of orders is viewed as a priority by L-2030 
participants, along with greater accuracy, and greater 
operational cost control. One retail executive articulated the 
speed imperative as follows: “In our DCs, we’re investing in tools 
to unload and load faster to make fulfillment faster. We want to 
do more with less people.”  

 
However, a reality check is always needed as technology 
adoption comes with significant challenges. Gaining access to 
necessary funding is the biggest problem, according to 70 
percent of the survey respondents. The risk of not achieving 
promised benefits from emerging technology deployment and 
choosing effective technology providers were both cited as 
challenges by more than half of the respondents.  
 

THE LABOR LINK 

“Investing in the right 
technology allows us 
to bring people in and 
get them up to speed 
quickly without a long 
onboarding process.”  
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These latter issues should give W&D leaders pause when 
listening to technology firm pitches about doing more with 
less. Thus far, the promise has been greater than the 
outcomes, according to some L-2030 participants. Taking a 
measured approach with an eye toward a measurable payback 
on the investment is critical, as noted by one L-2030 
interviewee: “As soon as we can justify the ROI to replace labor 
with technology, we’re ready to swing the bat.” 

 
Technology Tools and Use Cases 

Achieving the survey respondents’ wish list of capabilities 
requires robust software. Compared to currently deployment 
levels, the survey results suggest a major uptick in the use of 
W&D technology. Warehouse management systems (WMS) 
enjoy the widest adoption among respondents and will 
continue to be an important tool in the future.  

Leading the growth curve will be the use of order management 
systems (OMS), according to 71 percent of the respondents. 
The OMS aligns inventory and customer orders for fulfillment 
and shipping across multiple channels. This technology is 
especially critical to fulfillment operation success in the future, 
as noted by a 3PL executive: “Facilities are going to have to 
have much shorter order to execution times.”  

Adoption of warehouse execution systems (WES) by survey 
respondents is expected to jump from 16 percent to 61 
percent by 2030. WES provide the real-time coordination of 
labor and equipment for automated picking, packing and 
shipping. “We installed a WES, which helps us better plan the 
flow through the system every day and utilize the resources 
better than we had in the past,” said a W&D executive.  

Typical use cases for WMS, OMS, WES, and related tools like 
warehouse control systems are focused on improving daily 
receiving, replenishment, and order picking. However, their 
uses cases will expand over the next decade as companies 
adopt more W&D automation in their quest to improve service 
quality, labor productivity, cost efficiency and order visibility.   

KEY CONNECTIONS 

“The opportunity really 
is to work with the right 
software that integrates 
the robotics hardware.”  
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The respondents anticipate broader adoption of tools that are 
in limited use today: predictive and prescriptive analytics, labor 
management and tracking systems, order sequencing and 
wave planning, and dynamic slotting capabilities. “We spend 
time on the analytics side, to help us find opportunities in pick 
path optimization, SKU management inside the DC, and in the 
packing areas to gain operational efficiency and control 
transportation costs,” explained a vice president of SCM.  

In terms of positive disruption potential, predictive and 
prescriptive analytics, automated guided vehicles, automated 
storage and retrieval system, and automated conveyor systems 
received the most attention from the L-2030 participants. They 
see strong potential in these tools to improve W&D operations 
in the coming decade. “We’re excited about the really cool 
goods-to-person artificial intelligence systems that we can find 
an ROI for. We aren’t there yet,” an executive explained. It will 
be interesting to follow how well these promising technologies 
support highly automated and decentralized W&D networks.  

The technology deemed more of a distractor than a true 
disruptor is the use of drones in the DC. A quarter of the survey 
respondents believe that drones will not be widely adopted. 
“We’re using drones right now on a very limited basis for 
inventory tracking. It’s more difficult than we’d like,” said a 
W&D executive. Nearly the same proportion see limited 
potential for augmented reality in operations.  

Key Takeaways 

Labor shortages and rising costs, coupled with the need for 
faster execution speed, is changing the equation in terms of 
the role technology will play in future W&D operations. With 
the shift towards decentralized networks with a greater 
number of smaller facilities, infusion and adoption of 
technology is expected to accelerate in the coming years. The 
complexity of these expanded, rapid fulfillment operations will 
require technology to be the central element of W&D strategy, 
especially in cases where technology can supplement or 
replace labor, boost operational productivity, and create 
flexible capacity. 

REMOTE ACCESS 

“Tableau and Power BI 
make information more 
visible. We can certainly 
see further into the DC 
from further away than 
ever before.” 
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LOOKING TOWARD 2030:  
YOUR W&D ACTION PLAN  

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the essential nature of 
W&D for companies across supply chains. Simply stated, a 
reasonable amount of inventory located in regional and local 
distribution centers provided a measure of protection against 
this ongoing supply chain disruptor. Other companies, 
operating with extended global networks and limited domestic 
inventory, were forced to shutter operations for extended 
periods. Looking forward, our research suggests that leading 
U.S. companies are taking steps to mitigate future disruptions.  
 
Based on the findings from the L-2030 Warehousing and 
Distribution Study, we present the following key action items 
to ensure that W&D becomes an organizational priority and 
contributor to supply chain success. These insights will help you 
develop a forward-looking strategy to transform W&D 
capabilities and meet the challenges of the next decade, 
regardless of the source.  
 
Action Item 1: Enhance Your Rapid Fulfillment Capability  
 
Warehousing and distribution continue to move to a 
decentralized structure where inventory will be flowing with 
speed, reducing the time needed to serve customers. This 
requires organizations to build a rapid fulfillment capability 
through localization of warehouses and DCs. The speed 
imperative will be achieved through investments in automation 
and flexible capacity to better manage changing demand 
patterns and seasonal peaks. 
 
Action Item 2: Upgrade Your Distribution Strategy 
 
Anticipated sweeping changes in supply chains will necessitate 
adjustments to W&D strategy. Owing to the need for more 
flexible capacity to achieve fast execution speed and 
outstanding customer service, your distribution strategy 
warrants an extensive review and possible modification. 
Consider leveraging logistics partners through warehousing-as-
a-service, using on-demand fulfillment services, and deploying 
agile automation in DCs to create distribution capacity that is 
both nimble and efficient. 

THE RISK FACTOR 

“We’ve got to be able to 
look three to five years 
down the road, into 
uncertainty, and make 
some pretty bold 
investment decisions.”  
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Action Item 3: Harness the Forces of Change 
 
The ongoing transformation of W&D calls for a shift away from 
the traditional ways of managing people, processes and 
technology. All three must become more integrated to 
successfully implement and sustain change. Start by creating a 
coalition of W&D managers and associates to pursue operational 
improvements and drive commitment to  customer satisfaction. 
By creating a compelling vision and engaging the workforce in 
change initiatives, your W&D leaders will foster a culture of 
continuous improvement.  
 
Action Item 4: Invest in Skills of the Future 
 
Moving across the decade, traditional W&D roles and skills will 
prove to be inadequate for supporting organizational needs. 
More complex roles and pressure to balance multiple objectives 
will require greater use of analytics, technology, and 
automation. This means investing in W&D leaders’ skill sets is 
paramount. Establish a formalized development program that 
leverages resources like CSCMP’s SCPro certification and 
Auburn’s graduate SCM certificate courses.  

 
Action Item 5: Strategize Technology Adoption 
 
Customers’ demands for speed at a low cost requires an infusion 
of W&D technology. Begin by identifying where new tools will 
make an immediate operational impact, such as improving the 
accuracy of order fulfillment or streamlining order processing 
time. As machine learning, predictive analytics, and other 
technologies mature, seek out opportunities to improve 
planning and to automate tasks, thus enabling your W&D team 
to deliver perfect orders. 

 
The year 2030 seems far off but significant changes that affect 
W&D are already occurring. Your operations must be ready for 
these new challenges and unique disruptions that will occur over 
the next decade. A solid W&D action plan, influenced by the 
findings of this report, will position your supply chain for 
success. Get started now – your company and its customers are 
depending on you for W&D excellence! 
  
Report citations and extended survey results are available upon 
request. Please send inquiries to brian.gibson@auburn.edu   

KUDOS TO ALL 

The Logistics 2030 
study would not be 
possible without the 
input of  W&D 
professionals. Their 
expert insights are the 
foundation of this 
year’s L-2030 report. 
 
Thanks to everyone 
who participated! 

mailto:brian.gibson@auburn.edu
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THE L-2030 STUDY 
RESEARCH TEAM 

BRIAN GIBSON, PHD 

Brian Gibson serves as Auburn University’s executive 
director for the Center for Supply Chain Innovation and the 
Wilson Family Professor of SCM. His twenty-five plus years 
of teaching, research and industry engagement are 
influenced by his nine years in retail distribution.  

Brian has led multiple research studies and is co-author of 
four books. He serves on RILA’s Supply Chain Steering 
Committee and as CSCMP’s Chair Elect.  

Contact: brian.gibson@auburn.edu 

RAFAY ISHFAQ, PHD 

Rafay Ishfaq is the W. Allen Reed Associate Professor of 
Supply Chain Management at Auburn University.  His 
research is focused on omni-channel fulfillment and order 
delivery services. Rafay worked in operations and supply 
management positions for nearly a decade.  

He is engaged with practitioners through multiple research 
projects, serving on advisory boards, and consulting for 
retail and wholesale-distribution firms.  

Contact: rishfaq@auburn.edu 

Auburn University 
Center for Supply Chain Innovation 

CSCI is your conduit for faculty, student, and industry 
engagement. We support the supply chain industry through 
insightful research, tailored professional enrichment programs, 
advisory services, and industry-ready talent. Visit 
www.AuburnSCM.org   

mailto:brian.gibson@auburn.edu
mailto:rishfaq@auburn.edu
http://www.auburnscm.org/
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THE L-2030 STUDY PARTNER ORGANIZATIONS

Council of Supply Chain Management Professionals 

Since 1963, the Council of Supply Chain Management Professionals (CSCMP) has 
been the leading worldwide professional association dedicated to education, 
research, and the advancement of the supply chain management profession. 
With more than 8,500 members globally, representing business, government, 
and academia from 65 countries, CSCMP members are the leading practitioners 
and authorities in the fields of logistics and supply chain management. To learn 
more, visit cscmp.org  

National Shippers Strategic Transportation 

NASSTRAC, is a professional organization focused on shippers and 
transportation. Founded in 1952, their mission is "providing education, 
advocacy and provider relations to transportation, logistics and supply chain 
professionals who manage freight" across all modes." Led by their Executive 
Director, Gail Rutkowski, NASSTRAC provides its members with content, 
education, advocacy and engaged events driving real time value for decision 
making. Visit nasstrac.org 

AGiLE Business Media 

AGiLE Business Media, LLC is the leading publisher of business content for 
logistics, material handling, and supply chain executives. Its publications include 
DC Velocity, the market's first comprehensive logistics media brand covering the 
full spectrum of the logistics market, as well as CSCMP’s Supply Chain Quarterly, 
the official media brand of the Council of Supply Chain Management 
Professionals. Focused on the informational needs of high-level supply chain 
decision makers, The Quarterly reaches 100% of the Council of Supply Chain 
Management Professionals' membership—a claim no other magazine can make. 

JLL 

JLL is a Fortune 200 professional services firm that specializes in real estate and 
investment management.  We help our clients with supply chain strategy 
through the full range of execution services.  JLL has annual revenue of $18 
billion, operations in over 80 countries and a global workforce of more than 
94,000.  For further information, please contact Rich Thompson 
(rich.thompson@am.jll.com). 

CenterPoint 

CenterPoint is an industrial real estate company made up of dedicated thinkers, 
innovators and leaders with the creativity and know-how to tackle the industry’s 
toughest challenges. And it’s those kinds of problems—the delicate, the 
complex, the seemingly-impossible—that we relish most. Because with an agile 
team, substantial access to capital and industry-leading expertise, those are 
exactly the kinds of problems we’re built to solve. For more information on 
CenterPoint Properties, visit centerpoint.com, follow @CenterPointProp on 
Twitter or engage with us on LinkedIn. 

mailto:rich.thompson@am.jll.com
https://centerpoint.com/
http://www.twitter.com/centerpointprop
https://www.linkedin.com/company/centerpoint-properties/
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