s catalogs grow, expanding their

customer base and adding SK1s,

| pressure often grows to reduce

operating costs and increases cus

tomer service quality, One of the

hest ways to accomplish this is to

make order picking and packing

more quality-conscious and more
productive.

This is casier said than done, More-

over, few operations can succeed by using

only one strategy, But mixing and match

successfully is a challenge. You have to
weigh all the options and balance their
applications 1o vour speeific needs,

DRBER PICKING

With demands increasing to improve
current performance with faster delivery
times, improved accuracy, and betler effi-
cieney, order picking is becoming maore
| critical for a calalog's survival, Picking is a
deceptively simple process: selecting the
item the customer ordered from a materi-
als-handling storage unil and placing the
item inte a container at the least cost. To
accomplish this with optimurm efficiency,
however, requires a comprehensive arder-
picking methodology, material-handling
storage equipment arranged in a forwan|
lavout, a properly organized picking docu-
ment, and clearly defined and consistent
picking methods.

Order-picking methadology is the sys-
tem that delines how vou pick orders.
There are two fundamental approaches dic-
tated by the storage equipment in the for-
ward picking area: Either the worker goes

er. Within each of these methods there are
three ways to pick orders: individual, batch,
and sequential zone,

mg operational strategies and equipment |

to the stock or the stock comes to the work- |

Picking And
Packing Strategies

It seems deceptively simple — match picking and packing
strategies with your people, equipment and systems. Unfortunately,
most catalogs get it wrong, and their costs show it.

Sounds simple enough. But each
method can be cither a blessing or a disas-
ter, depending on your overall require-
ments. The decision is not arbitrary, or
even obvious. So lel's take a look at what
variables are appropriate for each combina
tion of basic picking methods.

PICKER GOES TO STOCK

Keferred 1o as “walk and pick," in this
picking method the picker physically goes
to where the stock is located, What about
Lhe variations?

Individual order; Here, the order
selector picks an entire order untl it is com
plete. This assures accountability because
onlv one selector is picking the entire
order. But it can be nefficient for picking a
large number of items or a large number of
orders, if the warehouse is large or if the
picker has to select only a few widely dis-
persed items for each order.

sequential zone: In sequential zone,
also referred o as “pick and pass,” several
order pickers, each working a specific
group of producis in a limited space or
mome, select items for an order as the pick
ing slip passes from zone o zone, Since a
selector need only be familiar with a portion
of the total SK1I population, this method
increases accuracy. Training also takes less
time. The everyday benefit of this method
is reduced picker travel time per order
because slips not requiring items to be
selected can skip zones,

Multiple order batching: This com-
bines a group of orders and creates a batch
summary sheel or pressure-sensitive labels
far the order picker to pick from. Using
these, the order picker proceeds to each
location, picking the quantity for all of the
orders in the batch from each bin at one

¥

| compuler assistance to break a batch

{ of numerous sutrbatches. All the orders are

By Wavne Teres

time and placing them into a tote or
box on a cart.

Order explosion and assembly:
Order explosion and assembly requires |

of orders down into separate subor-
ders thal are batchpicked by sequen-
tial zone and conveyed to an assembly
station. The orders are then “married”
by an assembler who sorts the picked
items into the original orders. At this
point the assembler can perform the
packing function, or orders can he
sent to a separate packer. This method
is most beneficial for picking thou-
sands of items a day.

Hot or fast moving zone: This strat-
egy eslablishes an alternate picking
area for items that the calaloger ex-
pecls to sell very fast (for example,
items on special sales). It often re-
guires setting up a picking location on |
a temporary basis for some items. This
can be especially uselul for current
catalog items whose forward picking
lecation would require them to be
restocked daily during periods of high
demand {daily replenishment is ineffi
clent) .

Group batch pick: This method, a vark
ation on explosion and assembly, puls all
orders for the dav in one balch composed

then picked by zone in one wave through
the operation, after which the batches from |
all the zones are sorted down to the individ-
ual order level, With this method, cach
lueation in the warehouse is visited only
unce, [n effect, vou create a mini-warehouse
al the sortation site which contains only
those ilems to be fulfilled. This method
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reduces the amount of walking by increas-
ing the batch size. For example, a picker
may have a cart with 25 totes, each of which
is designated for items to fill 12 orders.
Separate bulky ship-alone tems: All
catalops have a few items that, in most cas
es are bulky and ship alone. These items
are difficult 1o pick and should be picked
separately.
Multiple picking locations: In this

method, an item has both a forward loca- |
tion and a reserve location. Depending on |
the quantity required, the computer system |

directs the order picker (o pick from the for-
ward location for small gquantities or the
reserve location for larger quantities. This
reduces replenishment and “not theres™ for
[ast-rogwving items. It alse reduces the labor
involved in replenishing a forward pick
location every lew hours when bath large
and small quantitics of an item are being

ordered.
: Mo forward locations: Up to this point
| all the picking methods have assumed that
| meostorall of the picking is done from a for
[ ward picking location. In this method, how-
| ever, there are ne forward locations.
Instead, all of the items are picked from
reserve stock, which saves space and
restocking time, The disadvantage is that it
increases picking time,

STOCK COMES T0 PICKER

Carousels which can save space,
reduce picking time, and increase accors
ey, are becoming more popular because of
software advances that allow paperless
picking. Until recently. carousels were sold
for fast-moving products, but they were not
well enough supported by computer sofi-
ware and led to frequent “not theres.” New-
er svstems now employ carousels for medi-
um-moving items. More important, they
also use the computer to manage a digial
“light tree” that directs the order picker to a
caronsel level, displays the quantity to he
picked, and says in which box tw place the
picked iterns, With this method, a single
picker can pick from two carousels at once.
(This is also an example of paperless pick-
ing, which follows),

PAPERLESS PICKING
COne of the more exciting recent
advancements is paperless picking, Elimi-

nating the pick document can greatly |

enhance picking productivity, In addition to
pick-lorhrht (described below), picking can
also employv harcede picking with a portable
data terminal. These options require a capi-
1al expenditure beyond what you will spend
for inventory stocking and conveying, bat
they may be a wise investment,
Pick-to-light: This method hamesses
the power of the computer to direct order
picking. Replacing paper pick lists, it uscs
a light to direct the worker Lo a location,

One of the more popular systems using
this method is CAPS (Computer Assisted
Picking) from Kingwayv. {See photo on
page 35.) CAPS combines a computer and
light displays with gravity-low racks. Mod-
ular digital display lights mounted on the
flow rack or shelving unit direct the pick-
er to the location and dizplay the quantity
1o select. Since paper handling is eliminat-
ed, catalogers achieve savings in timne.
Additionally, users reporl an increasc in
accuracy. Barcode picking: More and
more companices are moving toward bar-
cade order picking, which requires pick-
ing data Lo be loaded iote a portable data
lermminal equipped with a barcode reader,
The order picker follows the screen
prompts on the portable data terminal to
each location, wands the barcoded
“license plate” at the location to verify that
he or she has reached the correct one,
Lhen reads the number of iteims to be
picked {(displaved on the screen). The
license plate is scanned for each item
picked 1o ensure accuracy. Because il is
paperless and verified, this method
increases picking productivity and accura-
cv, Many users of this svslem describe
avcuracy above Y99 percenl.

DESIGNINE YOUR DWMN ACTION FLAN

A basic goal in selecting svstems, 15 to
reduce walking, Ordet pickers spend more
than 70 percent of their time walking and
searching for an ilem. The next most time-
comsuiming task is paperwork. Obviously,
vour should take steps to minimize these
activities.,

Here are some Lps on how o evaluate
vour own operation to determine which
methods to adapt.

Lok for hybrid solutions. Since few
catalops have slock that is anmilorm in size,

weight, and popularity, the optimal svstem |

is probably a hybrid solution— one that
uses more than one method.

Employ batch picking. For catalogs
with a large number of items and orders to
select, savings can result from picking
orders in batches, This is mainly because
the majority of the order picker's time is
spent walking. Batching reduces walking,

Replenish items weekly. A rule of
thumb here is to keep one weelt's supply of
an item in the forward picking area.

Pick bulky items separately. [tems
that ship separately should be picked sepa-
rately.

Pick the order to the box. Fick

iterns directly into the shipping box, wher- |

ever possible.
Learn item characteristics. Arrange

{ items randomly by activity, grouping faster

mevers close to the packing area

Emplov combinations of picking slot
types. Determine the best fit for each prod-
uct—pallet rack, shelving, flow rack and
carousel—hased on the cubic sales move-
ment requirements,

EQUIPMENT AND LAYOUT

Because of the growing number of |

items catalog companies are stocking, plan-
ning forward-picking area layouts is
extremely important. A haphazard forward-
picking lavout wasies labor, space, and
equipment.

Onee you have determined the order-
picking strategies or methods you are

going to use, you can begin to select |

the material-handling storage equip-
ment for your forward picking loca-
tions. Unfortunately, wide choices in
equipment types and manufacturers
malke this a difficult assignment. You

need to take functionality, product |
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Computer Assisted Picking combine a computer and light display with a gravity flow rack.
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| movement characteristics, physical

product characteristics, flexihilily, and
return on investment inlo consider-
ation.

Don't let yourself be oversold on any
one structural solution. For example,
one catalog company learned that placing
all of its items in a flow rack minimized
order picker travel distance but created
replenishment problems, Overworked
replenishers could not keep up with picking
demand,

FORWARD SLOT MANAGEMENT

To determine the space and equip-
ment vou need for a one-week supply, cal-
culate the cubic volume requirements as

i follows:
Cubic space required = Length x width |

% height x one week's sales in units
Example: 57 x 7 x 4" x 12 = 1640
cubic inches.
Using the amount of cubic space you
have calculated, determine which materi-
als-handling and slorage equipment is the

| bestfitfor each item.

Another important lavout factor is how

to accommuodate products that are often |

ordered together to reduce picking time. 4
gardening catalog offering tomato seed,
tomato starter formula, and tomaro stakes
may want to keep all these items near each

| other because the probability is high that
| they will all be ordered together.

If vou are making frequent changes in
the catalog items you carry, use the com-
puter for forward slot management to help
determine the best use of the forward pick-
ing area. This slots items in the forward
picking location based on such data as sales
movement and product volume character-
istics,

One program dedicated to forward
slot management is Slotit Master from Per-

! formance Analysis Corporation. Slot-it Mas-

ter is a PC-based program thal is easy to set
up Lo receive sales data that is up-loaded
periedically. Using this information, the
svstem can tell you if the item needs more
or less space for optimal picking and replen-
ishment productivity,

PICK DDGUMENT, ITEM AND LOGATIDN
IDENTIFIGATION

A straiphtforward picking document,
clear item-and-pick-location identification,
and a strategic pick route are essential to
cfficient, error-free order picking. Let's lnok
at some of the fine peints invelved with
each.

Design the picking docoment for the
order picker's ease of use. Reading the pick
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Merchandise mix and volume help determine which picking route makes the most sense.

document quickly requires good lighting,
legible printing, and good design. A pick
document that is difficult te read and
understand slows the process.

Cne company reduced errors and
improved efficiency by redesigning the
picking decument to put everything in the
proper arder:

Additionaily, when listing descriptions,
use the same description that the manufac-
turer places on the box. It is not uncommon
ter finel different descriptions on the pick doc-
ument, in the catalog, aml orthe box (the

large, legible enough to be eead while walk-
ing toward the location, and illuminated
with light levels at a minimum of 50 foot
candles at 36-inch elevation, _
Placing locations on magnetic strips
can make the system very flexible, But vou
| =61l have to use the strips right. Don't Jet «
worn printer ribbon dull your IDs, for
example. One catalog company was able to
imcrease productivity simply by regularly
changing its print ribbons and increasing
the lighting in the aisles. This also reduced |
picking errors,

fJT‘(Jt"T SAYE thun]:a-cro Sh d.nrf 1]‘|:—* manufac-
turer’s box reads “Shampoeo 855, for examn:
pled. One catalog comnpany was surpriscd to
fin that more than 21 percent of its tems
b elescriptions that did not match.

LEGIBLE LOCATIONS

While a well-designed pick document
describes to the picker where to find the
ilems, the warehouse location identification
allows the picker to arrive at that location
guickly, Location markings should be

L o Many catalog oper- |
’dﬁrnhm Ty I.':n_lnr guaf 5‘“ Bnmrﬁ:tmn . ations direct the picker |

| LecationOby. *{ - - {0 * Hem g - to a shell location but

| M-ﬂ1-ﬂ31 Red ; ? EWHM .‘2222?252 then require the picker

1o search for the item on
that shelf, E]W[:E.erg tirme studies reveal,
however, that a trained worker can pick an
item 3.4 seconds faster when given the
exact shelf location. In fact, one catalog
operation picking 120 lines per hour real-
ized a 10 percent increase in productivity
after specilying bin location on the shelf,
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THE PICK RDUTE

How you direct vour picker through
the picking layout will affect productivity,
The pick route is the path through the pick-
ing area that the order picker takes, The




way vou number locations and print the |

orders determines the picking path.

There are theee ways you can send an
| order picker through a picking area; U-
pick, cross-pick, and Z-pick.

There is no “right™ method to use,
Examine vour orders, your merchandise
mix, and your volume to determine which
method or combination will reduce vour
| picking walking and time.

GHECNING AND PACKING

Picking is only half the story, Packing
can be an opportunity for quality checking
and closing the data processing loop-or it
can be a source of greal inefficiency,

The packer's goal is simply to ensure
that the right items are securely packed ina
shipping container, But, as with picking,
there are a number of approaches o this
apparently casy task.

PACKING METHODS

Conventional packing: This method
requires the packer to do it all—select the
shipping container, check the items while
placing them in the container, add dun-
nage, and label and seal the container.

Check and box: Here, separate check-
o inspects for accurate order fulfillment.
This can include checking the item count,
checking the description {visually or by
wanding a barcode}, and checking the
welght of the order. Operations that use
separate checkers are reporting fullillmeri
accuracy above 99 percent.

Central dunnage and sealing: Central
dunnage and sealing remaoves the packer
from the repetitive, time-consuming tasks
of adding the dunnage and sealing the car-

ton by assigming these tasks to one or more |

other workers. For even greater efliciency,
the dunnage and package sealing can be
autornated,

What makes packing a challenge are
the varied sizes, shapes, and other physical
characteristics of the items you ship, Sim-
plifying the packing methods nsed and
adiding semi-automated tools and resources
will increase productivity.

Packing is very labor intensive, The
muost successful way to reduce that labor

is to pick directly into the shipping con- |

tainer. This also eliminates tote handling
and box selection. Another oplion is to
decrease the number of carton sizes. Few-
er shipping cartons saves storage space
and limits decisions about which contain-
er 10 use,

PERFORMANCE MEASUREMENT

You need 1o monitor any system that
vou design to see whether or not it is work-
! ing optimally. The management perfor-
| mance measurement you use is a key ingre-
dient in evaluating your operation’s suc
cess, It is the measurement system that

provides feedback to the manager—identi-
I¥ing process measurcments, calculating
how many orders or lines the operation and
the worker perform in a day, and fracking
individual worker measurements. These
slalistics are important for determining
total resource staffing and individual work-
er evaluation. Measure each of the follow-
i daily;
® order picking and packing

stotal lines picked and packed

=total orders picked and packed

saverage orders and lines picked
and packed per hour

=stock outs or manual back-orders

=erTors found

selallars/order

® individual worker measurements

«total lines picked or packed

«total orders picked or packed

saverage orders and fines picked or

. packed per hour

serrors found

Measuring this data daily for every
worker, including temporaries, will show
vou which workers need help and will
identify the better workers. All superior
operations use these measurement sys-
tems, reporling at least a 10 percent
improvement in productivity afier their
installation. Measurement svstems are
also an important tool managers can use to
assess the impact of any changes in pick-
ing or packing procedures.

Your order picker cannol pick an
iterm if it is not in the pick location. Arriv-
ing at the location only to find that
the item is missing is (rustrating. [t can
also be costly by creating a manual back
order. Monitoring shows how bad the
problem is and points to its cause—poor
replenishment systems, receiving errors,
shrinkage, or scheduling problems, for
example,

TRAINING |3 ESSENTIAL

Poor training can cripple even the best
system. Yet many companies do not give
new workers written instructions but
entrust their training to the buddy system,
Workers training other workers results in
incomsistent training. It is unlikely that the
same training will be conveved to each
wiorker.

Furthermore, if a worker is ool told by
management what to consider a job well
done, you can guarantee that the worlk will
not meet vour expectations. Your pickers
and packers will develop their own expec:
tations, and they will be lower than vours. If
management docsn't care enough to tell
employees how to do the job, then they
don't care either,

Foor training and lowered expecta-
tions also tend to have a doming effect,

compromising performance in more than

| trained properly. Last, the process should |

one area of vour operation. You can design
an outstanding system, but the chances of
its working are slim il yvour emplovees do
not understand it.

The obvious answer is to invest
in developing and implementing a formal
training program that will ensure that
all order pickers and packers are
trained  uniformly. The training
program should include all of these ele-
ments: '

m ;i clear description of the work and
how il fits into the total operation

B 3 sample and explanation of
the pick document and how to mark it cor-
reclly

B specific and detailed procedures o
use when picking an order

B management's expectations and per-
formance benchmarks (for example, 110
line items per hour, with one ercor m 500
orders)

& the rewards of performing and the
conseguences of not performimg 1o man-
agement expectations !

® the effect of 2 picking error (from |
customer service costs o losing a cus
tomer)

® instructions on what to do when a
problem develops

GONCLUSIDN

Picking and packing are separate dis-
ciplines, but they need to be coordinated
to succeed. The total svstem you design |
should balance the two, using methodolo- |
gies thal make sense for your merchan- ‘

dise mix — materials-handling and inven-
tory management equipment to reduce
labor and optimize picking routes and |
packing productivily; and computer pro- |
grams to produce the necessary paper-
work, support documents, and confirma- |
fom routines,

Once designed, these operations
must be staffed with emplovees who are |

be measured to determine how well it is
running. This will make the difference
between an operation with poor produc-
tivity and deficient quality and one with
fewer fulfillment errors and lower aperat-
ing costs, [l
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