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In today’s pressure-packed, highly variable marketplace driven by  
digitally-empowered consumers, your supply chain is squeezed on all 
sides to maintain customer satisfaction while coping with changing 
volumes and operating at maximum efficiency. 

Responding to these intense pressures requires agility to act quickly when 
fluctuations in customer demand and issues across your supply network 
occur. But with the right strategies in place, you can fulfill every order from 
what you deem as the optimal source at any given time of year. 

This playbook for retail supply chain executives provides a sampling 
of the Flexible Fulfillment strategies that can be employed to harness 
the complexities caused by omni-channel fulfillment and satisfy the 
demands of today’s connected shoppers.



Turning the tables on inclement weather.

When an unexpected event such as a winter 
storm occurs, foot traffic to your stores can 
be severely limited, while demand continues 
unabated in other channels and regions. And 
because your affected stores suddenly find 
themselves with excess labor and inventory, 
you have an opportunity to improve your 
overall fulfillment capacity to compensate for 
lagging in-store sales.
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Strategy: 
Keep inventory moving by using the 
affected stores to fulfill online orders.
With associates ready to work and inventory ready to sell, 
you can immediately begin funneling a greater number of 
ecommerce orders to the affected stores for associates to 
fulfill and ship during their down-time. Then, once the weather 
lets up and foot traffic returns, you can quickly dial back 
ecommerce orders to shift your focus to in-store customers. 
Alternately, you can send orders for lower-priced items to 
stores near the customer, thereby improving fulfillment 
capacity with a modest margin tradeoff. 

By incorporating Manhattan’s Flexible Fulfillment approach, 
intelligent ‘fulfill anywhere’ capabilities and real-time 
inventory availability, you can quickly redirect orders and 
drive increased sales online, in spite of slower store traffic.

More questions Manhattan’s 
Flexible Fulfillment can help 
you answer:

• How do you quickly re-categorize and 
re-prioritize stores by their sudden 
increase in capacity to fulfill online 
orders? What criteria can be used to 
make these decisions?

• How do I balance the costs for labor and 
shipping versus the benefits of shipping 
from store during periods of low in-store 
activity?

• How can I give stores greater control 
and visibility of the amount/frequency of 
orders being routed to them?



A tiered approach to  
store fulfillment.
When used strategically, store fulfillment 
enables innovative selling strategies to 
drive higher online conversions and greater 
store inventory turns. But because all stores 
are not created equal, the question for the 
retailer remains: which stores, when, and in 
what order? 
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Strategy:  
Categorize and prioritize your stores (and 
other sources)—while allowing flexibility 
to make changes throughout the year.
The store that’s ultimately selected to fulfill an ecommerce 
order should be chosen based on a number of variables, set 
with your business priorities in mind. Anticipated in-store 
traffic, space available for packing activities, wifi/mobile 
capabilities, proximity to the customer—a number of factors 
should be considered to ensure you can quickly scale 
your fulfillment capabilities without disrupting the in-store 
experience.   

With Manhattan’s Flexible Fulfillment approach, you can 
define how each of your stores contributes to online order 
fulfillment and what trade-offs are acceptable at a detailed 
level. Bringing your store operations division to the table to 
make these decisions enables enterprise-wide collaboration.

More questions Manhattan’s 
Flexible Fulfillment can help 
you answer:

• If store inventory accuracy is problematic 
(particularly in the near term), what 
safeguards can I put in place to avoid 
shorting orders?

• How can I also get my merchants and 
planners involved so their inventory 
plans are supported, and not disrupted 
by cross-channel order sourcing? 

• Should I leverage store inventory when 
an online promotion drives stock-outs 
in my fulfillment centers? Or should I 
minimize the impact to margins on my 
store inventory?



Addressing space constraints for 
store fulfillment activity.
Particularly with stores in urban areas, but 
also in regions where square footage comes 
at a premium, the space available to support 
ship-from-store activities may be limited. 
Alternately, for retailers with high sales per 
square foot, reducing the size of the sales 
floor may be a non-starter. In instances 
like these, how can you accommodate the 
growing expectations for fast delivery and 
better inventory utilization across channels?
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Strategy: 
Leverage local off-site locations that focus 
on backroom tasks to accommodate store 
fulfillment requirements.
Many retailers with urban stores have created ‘off-site 
backrooms,’ where bulk receiving and overstock storage are 
centralized for multiple nearby store locations. These satellite 
facilities leverage low-capacity transportation modes (courier, 
small private fleet, etc.) to move products within the local 
store network. Leveraging these locations for store fulfillment 
activity removes the burden on small-footprint stores to 
support picking and packing processes in tight quarters. 
In the grocery sector, ‘dark stores’ have emerged in urban 
areas, primarily to support fulfillment activity such as curbside 
pickup and home delivery.

Manhattan’s Flexible Fulfillment approach can help you 
determine whether store fulfillment can be accommodated 
within the confines of your smaller stores (both during and 
outside of store hours), or whether a local dedicated facility is 
more appropriate to meet your omni-channel fulfillment needs.

More questions Manhattan’s 
Flexible Fulfillment can help 
you answer:

• How can I integrate alternative same-day 
delivery services (such as courier) into 
my various selling systems?

• If I currently have off-site backrooms 
in my network, what is the labor and 
space impact of incorporating fulfillment 
activities?

• How can I balance the inventory 
requirements of my local stores with the 
need to make some inventory available 
to sell online?



Selectively enabling buy online/

Offering in-store pickup has benefits that 
can’t be ignored: convenience for the 
customer, lower effort than ship-from-store, 
and the promise of increased traffic to your 
stores. But these benefits come with strings 
attached: before you can take the order, you 
need to ensure you have the inventory and 
labor available to fulfill it. In an unpredictable 
environment like the store, how do you avoid 
disappointing your customers?
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Strategy: 
Define and enforce thresholds for available 
inventory and labor across your network.
While having the right technology is critical to enabling 
this strategy, a decision framework is required to drive 
the algorithms a Distributed Order Management solution 
provides. Getting your merchants and planners involved in 
defining safety and presentation stock thresholds specifically 
for cross-channel fulfillment is a first step in creating this 
framework. Further, having your store operations division 
define the fulfillment capacity of your stores based on 
anticipated in-store traffic—on a day-per-week or periodic 
basis—enables you to anticipate labor shortages in 
supporting in-store pickup workflows.

In addition to providing the business logic to execute on 
such a framework, Manhattan’s Flexible Fulfillment approach 
helps uncouple execution of these strategies from your 
myriad selling systems (ecommerce, mobile, in-store, 
etc.). This gives you the agility to implement your decision 
framework across all selling channels or selectively based on 
your own priorities.

More questions Manhattan’s 
Flexible Fulfillment can help 
you answer:

• How can I leverage buy online/
pickup in-store as a strategic ‘lever’ to 
complement my pricing and promotions 
plans?

• How do I incrementally improve 
inventory accuracy in my stores during 
periods of low in-store activity?

• What are the comparative benefits and 
drawbacks of offering reserve online/buy 
in-store vs. buy online/pickup in-store?



Managing the multi-use  
distribution center.

Demand across channels (retail, ecommerce 
and wholesale) can be staggered over 
time. Flexing your DC operations in this 
environment can be challenging enough. 
What do you do when these demands not 
only spike, but actually overlap?
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Strategy: 
Use an omni-channel DC model with the 
ability to repurpose space, labor and 
equipment based on anticipated channel 
demand.
The emergence of omni-channel DCs has opened up a new 
set of challenges for managing change in an environment 
that thrives on stability. For these ‘multi-use’ DCs to provide 
true return on invested capital, they must move beyond 
the concept of having ‘multiple DCs under one roof’ to an 
environment where space can be consistently reallocated 
based on anticipated order volumes and SKU mix across 
channels. Warehouse tasks are assigned and executed without 
regard to the fulfillment channel they serve; rather, workers are 
able to interleave tasks for multiple channels as needed. 

Manhattan’s Flexible Fulfillment gives you the agility to alter 
utilization of space, inventory and labor in your DCs. This, in 
turn, allows you to maximize the number of orders you can 
accept for processing through your DCs.

More questions Manhattan’s 
Flexible Fulfillment can help 
you answer:

• How can I keep my selling systems (such 
as ecommerce, mobile, etc.) in sync with 
the reapportionment of inventory in my 
DCs?

• How can I leverage my equipment and 
pick modules across channels rather than 
dedicating them to a single one?

• What are the productivity impacts of 
interleaving tasks across channels?



The growing demands of omni-channel 
fulfillment have created a whole new 
environment for the retail store. The line 
between selling and fulfilling is blurring as 
stores are taking on more tasks traditionally 
reserved for the DC. At the same time, 
your challenge is to ensure that the in-store 
customer experience is minimally impacted 
by this additional activity. How do you keep 
an effective balance?

Optimizing fulfillment performance  
of stores.
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Strategy: 
Establish and continuously monitor 
fulfillment-related KPIs for stores across your 
network. 
While DCs have used fulfillment-related key performance 
indicators (KPIs) to measure and address accuracy, capacity 
and throughput performance for decades, this practice is 
wholly new to the store environment. KPIs such as order 
accept rate, picking efficiency and inventory accuracy allow 
you to compare the performance of a single store against 
that of other stores in your network.

Manhattan’s Flexible Fulfillment offers for a variety of ways 
to measure performance outliers and provide a basis for 
feedback to your store operations teams. By helping lower 
the effort required to ship from store, Flexible Fulfillment 
enables you to increase fulfillment capacity across your 
network, resulting in higher sales online.

More questions Manhattan’s 
Flexible Fulfillment can help 
you answer:

• How can I anticipate the labor require-
ments for supporting omni-channel tasks 
in my stores?

• What data can I feed my workforce 
management system to improve my 
store staffing and scheduling plans?

• How can I better prioritize, interleave 
and assign omni-channel tasks in the 
store?



Improving inventory accuracy  
and availability in the store.

By surfacing store network inventory to every 
selling system, omni-channel execution 
exposes the need for better inventory 
management. Unlike the closely-tracked 
environs of the DC, however, inventory in 
the store is inherently more volatile. How 
can you attain a reasonable picture of 
inventory available to sell online, while still 
accommodating the dynamic nature of an 
active sales floor?
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Strategy: 
Implement the appropriate store inventory 
management processes and technologies.
A number of processes and supporting technologies are 
available to address the need for better visibility of available 
store inventory. Determining the best approach requires 
creating a roadmap for continuous improvement of inventory 
management. As mentioned previously, establishing an 
enterprise-level set of controls over how much inventory can 
be made available to sell across channels is a logical first 
step to reduce the risk of disappointing customers. Perpetual 
cycle counts, supported by purpose-built store inventory 
management software, enable more frequent and zone-level 
adjustments, rather than batch updates and store-level 
estimates, thereby improving picking efficiency. RFID and 
similar technologies, depending on the type of items being 
stocked, can offer further reductions in the time spent 
managing inventory counts.  

By incorporating Manhattan’s Flexible Fulfillment approach, 
you can establish a more practical roadmap for improving 
store inventory management that best suits your product mix 
and store operations realities.

More questions Manhattan’s 
Flexible Fulfillment can help 
you answer:

• In what circumstances should I adjust 
inventory protection levels across my 
store network?

• If adopting RFID for certain products, 
is tagging better accomplished at the 
supplier or further down the supply 
chain?

• How can I maintain different inventory 
protection levels for presentation stock 
based on the size and average traffic to 
my stores?



Be Agile.  
Be Strategic.  
Be Ready. 
Manhattan Associates’ Flexible Fulfillment approach allows 
you to selectively ‘shrink’ or ‘grow’ your fulfillment network 
to meet the volume and complexity of demand at any time 
of year, while giving you the controls needed to execute on 
your strategic vision.

To learn more visit www.manh.com/flex
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