Managing with a Warehouse Management System:

The Daily Plan

How can warehouse managers continually improve productivity and performance, while improving customer service?  Much of the foundation and functionality of Warehouse Management Systems was developed in response to this question.  However, the descriptions and understanding of these foundational elements are often not readily available from vendors or the trade press, and lately I am discovering that some of the tools to support managers are not being well used either. 

Our intent with warehouse management system projects has always been to develop both the system tools and our clients’ skills in the 5 basic functions of management: planning, organizing, staffing, directing and controlling warehouse operations using their WMS to continually improve results.  This series of blogs will describe some lessons learned about these systems and how skilled operators use them to best advantage.

Two significant sets of demands from outside the warehouse influence WMS design and continue to increase the importance of a WMS in managing warehouse operations.    

1. Demands from outside the company for flexibility, adaptability and scalability in daily operations; and

2. Demands from inside the company to continually improve operations productivity and performance.

The need to effectively respond to these demands sets the stage for a WMS project.   To get the most out of your WMS, you must use it to support your managers as they face the daily challenges from both within and outside your company. 

Planning: Creating the Daily Plan

The first step in management is to create a plan.  A plan allows you to move in a direct path toward your goals.    A plan enables supervisors and managers to anticipate, not just to react relative to application of resources, and measure the impact of management decisions and staff efforts.

A daily planning process, depending upon the industry and channel, often begins as many as 18 hours before the scheduled work shift.  The lead-time is required because the daily warehouse workload varies, and it takes time to ensure that the resources required are obtained and available.  

The variation in daily workload is the consequence of independent initiatives of purchasing, vendors and carriers in managing inbound supply, and sales, retailers and consumers reacting to and influencing seasonal, monthly and daily variations in demand.  

Both regular patterns and random variations in supply and demand, coupled with decisions within the company, create the need for a well thought-out daily planning process that starts with selecting the customer orders to be picked each day.  

The selection process must consider:

· Business objectives (sales goals, service levels);

· Customer requirements (delivery timing, fill rate, etc.);

· Inventory availability;

· Warehouse throughput capacity (picking and packing);

· Expected future near-term orders (minimizing variation with pack and hold); and

· Carrier availability (volume, weight, timing).  

Often a Planner considers several options before selecting the best set of customer orders, and providing capacity for last minute orders requiring immediate shipments, to create a plan that optimizes the results for all of these considerations.  

For the Planner to select from options requires information about the orders, specific and summary, including delivery dates, carriers, weight and volume, estimates of labor hours required, etc.  Making decisions based on these and other dimensions can be a difficult.  Clearly WMS is critical but not sufficient to satisfy the business and operations requirements.  

Using and Improving the Daily Plan:

Similar sets of tools to support the planner are included in most any WMS.  We have found that achieving success in constructing the daily plan with a WMS is more the result of how the client uses the WMS planning tools in collaboration with the right people, structures and processes.  Specifically, an effective planning process is the result of a project having supported the:

1. Development of management leadership that expects learning and continuous improvement;

2. Creating the criteria and using it to select the right person to be responsible for performing the planning role:  Someone who understands the WMS, the complexity of warehouse operations and requirements, and has the capability to work with the management team to support high levels of warehouse operations productivity and performance;

3. Placement of the Planning position in the warehouse organization, requiring regular and direct communications with Operations Supervisors responsible for implementing the daily plan.  The communication process should include reviewing the daily plan before implementation to validate the specifics and ensure understanding of possible variables and adjustment points, and after shift completion, to evaluate results. This allows the planner and Operations supervision to develop, consider and implement alternatives, so that subsequent plans can continue to improve results; and

4. Creation and use of a set of templates to guide the work, recognizing demand patterns and trends learned from the past, simplifying the process, and becoming the institutional memory as the responsibility for planning is passed from one person to the next.

Continuing to learn for continuous improvement:

With the WMS, the planner and the organization in place and working well together, our clients recognize that they must continue skill building, and refining the planning process in order to continue to improve warehouse operations results.  This need has developed into what became a Learning Community of Practice that has continued for many years.  If you are interested in participating in a WMS Learning Community, please contact us for information about joining one in your local area.

