
Putting Outsourcing to  
Work for Subscription 
Box Fulfillment

Learn how fulfillment outsourcing can 
help to support the explosive growth 
of subscription box companies.
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The subscription box craze is taking the country by storm. Everything from beauty products to 
gourmet foods to pet supplies can be delivered to consumers’ mailboxes for a recurring fee. 
This business model has generated an explosion of start-ups. According to Fast Company, the 
subscription commerce industry is growing at a rate of 200 percent a year.1

While the business model can be inexpensive to start, it can be daunting to sustain. Subscription 
companies face a host of challenges. Demand for a personalization experience, unpredictable 
growth patterns, peak-order-processing, and slim profit margins are common pain points.

The New York Times warns that maintaining a subscription business can be “a punishing 
logistical grind.”2  The monthly cycle of inventory management, order fulfillment and 
transportation can be grueling. High shipping costs, tight delivery windows and international 
shipments further complicate operations.

Many subscription box companies have determined that outsourcing fulfillment to an 
experienced provider can help to overcome many of these challenges. This report explores  
five of the biggest benefits of outsourcing.

5 Reasons to Outsource Fulfillment
1. Scalability/Flexibility

The boom in subscription box sales has caused many companies to experience explosive 
growth — practically overnight. Storing and receiving the influx of products can quickly become 
a challenge. And with little historical sales data, predicting demand from month to month can 
be difficult, so it is hard to gauge how much space will be needed. A fulfillment provider with 
flexible resources can scale space to accommodate both growth and fluctuations.

Subscription companies typically have periods of intense volume due to their monthly (or 
quarterly) delivery cycle. Adjusting labor and space to suit these dramatic peaks and valleys 
can be very challenging. Paying for space and staffing to accommodate the highest volume 
each month when operations are only at capacity for one week can be very expensive. 
Fulfillment providers can balance the variations because they work with multiple customers. 

2. Customization

Subscription-based services are no longer “one size fits all,” and 
many providers allow customers to pick and choose the contents 
of their subscription to suit their personal tastes. While curated 
boxes are popular, they are very labor-intensive, requiring significant 
product customization within a tight timeframe. 

Effective third-parties have the staffing and processes to handle a variety 
of configurations based on client profiles, wants, interests, etc.

One beauty-product company, for example, delivers premium product 
samples to subscribers each month — customized to suit personal beauty preferences. 
Outsourcing fulfillment to a third-party provider allows the company to package and deliver as 
many as custom 60 configurations of its beauty bags to hundreds of thousands of members 
each month.

1 Elizabeth Segran, “Inside America’s Subscription Box Obsession,” Fast Company. Apr. 6, 2015. 
2  Stacy Cowley, “Want to Shop for a Surprise? Try a Subscription Box,” The New York Times, Aug. 12, 2015. 

http://www.sclogistics.com/news-resources/press-releases-news/value-added-services-help-to-control-costs
http://www.fastcompany.com/3044527/most-creative-people/from-socks-to-sex-toys-inside-americas-subscription-box-obsession
http://mobile.nytimes.com/2015/08/13/business/smallbusiness/subscription-box-start-ups-on-the-rise.html?smid=tw-share&_r=2&referrer
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3. Advanced Technology 

As business grows, increasing operational velocity and efficiency is 
critical. Subscription companies require systems that can grow with 
them. Sophisticated Warehouse Management Systems (WMS) can 
streamline receiving, order management and inventory control while 
improving visibility, traceability and quality. In addition to software, 
material handling equipment such as conveyors, scanners and label 
applicators increase speed and accuracy while reducing labor for 
moving components and finished goods. 

Technology solutions like these can be expensive to implement and require frequent updates. 
Outsourcing to a provider with state-of-the-art systems and automation in place allows 
companies to avoid unnecessary overhead yet benefit from the latest technology.

4. Freight Management 

Subscription customers expect value and convenience. In fact, Fast Company identifies value 
as the biggest driver of subscription-box sales. Since most subscription companies have slim 
margins, they need to keep a close eye on expenses. Shipping costs are typically higher than 
production costs, so this is an important area to evaluate.

Experienced fulfillment providers select shipping methods that align with subscription costs 
and customer expectations. For example, they may utilize a more economical postal service 
instead of standard ground to minimize expenses. Shipments from a strategically located 
distribution center can typically reach 70 percent of customers in two days via ground. When 
multiple distribution centers are used, 99 percent can be reached via two-day ground service, 
helping to both improve service and reduce transportation costs.

Third-party providers also work with multiple shipping companies and can leverage their 
buying power to negotiate competitive rates. Planning shipping volume and zone skipping to 
specific sortation hubs can further help to control costs.

Coordinating the timing of deliveries can also be important for subscription companies. For 
one record-of-the-month club, contents of each month’s box are promoted extensively 
in social media, so arrival dates must be carefully synchronized. Their fulfillment partner 
coordinates deliveries according to customer location so that subscribers in different parts of 
the country receive their orders at approximately the same time. 

5. Uphold Quality Standards 

There is little margin for error in the subscription-box industry. “Once a brand starts to 
disappoint consumers, they will be willing to jump ship,” says NPD’s analyst Marshal Cohen. 
“This means that brands need to earn their loyalty to their subscribers every single month.”3

With so much on the line, order accuracy and quality are top priorities. An experienced 
fulfillment provider typically offers inbound component inspection and a variety of outbound 
quality programs as well as repackaging and return handling. With the provider’s watchful  
eye on quality, the subscription company can focus on its core competency.

3 Segran, Fast Company.

http://www.sclogistics.com/fulfillment
http://www.sclogistics.com/nationwide
http://www.sclogistics.com/nationwide
http://www.sclogistics.com/news-resources/press-releases-news/subscription-record-company-selects-saddle-creek-for-fulfillment
http://www.fastcompany.com/3044527/most-creative-people/from-socks-to-sex-toys-inside-americas-subscription-box-obsession
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Subscription 
Fulfillment  
in Action

Is Fulfillment Outsourcing Right for Your Business?
Fulfillment outsourcing can be valuable — particularly once a company has a couple hundred 
customers, according to Cratejoy blogger Jameson Morris. “Outsourcing offers a professional, 
affordable and scalable solution for all subscription businesses at any scale,” he advises.4

The subscription-box model has a number of unique nuances not seen in other retail arenas. 
Fulfillment providers who have experience working with subscription companies can be a valuable 
resource. Successful providers will have an efficient start-up process that includes thoughtful  
pre-planning and proven processes. They are also likely to have expertise in handling multiple sales 
channels. This is important since many subscription companies now house an ecommerce platform on 
their websites so that they can sell full-sized versions of sample products included in monthly boxes.

Subscription companies should consider fulfillment outsourcing if they want to accommodate business 
growth, improve service levels, minimize overhead, control costs and focus on their core competency.

Each month, Vinyl Me, Please subscribers re-
ceive a vinyl album along with an original 12” x 
12” art print and a suggested cocktail pairing 
in a tamper-proof, customer shipper. Saddle 
Creek handles fulfillment of all the orders for 
this fast-growing record-of-the-month club, 
including vinyl subscriptions and e-commerce 
orders containing special add-ons and other 
accessories. Saddle Creek also provides  
systems and technology, coordinates inbound 
deliveries with vendors, manages quality con-
trol and inspection, and processes returns.

Social media is an important element of 
marketing for Vinyl Me, Please, so both quality 
and the timing of deliveries is critical. Saddle 
Creek strategically processes orders based 
on customer location — ensuring subscribers 

across the country receive their orders in  
a tight delivery window.

As Vinyl Me, Please continues to grow, they 
will leverage Saddle Creek’s network of facili-
ties for direct-to-consumer shipping to ensure 
that orders arrive in the required delivery 
window at the lowest possible landed cost.

“We needed a fulfillment partner that could 
accommodate our double-digit growth and 
the increasing complexity of our operations,” 
explains Matt Fiedler, Vinyl Me, Please co-
founder and CEO. “Saddle Creek’ expertise in 
subscription fulfillment, ability to customize 
operations and commitment to customer  
service really have enabled us to take our  
business to the next level.”

Subscription Fulfillment at Saddle Creek Logistics Services
Saddle Creek is the leading fulfillment provider for subscription box businesses — handling 
everything from beauty products to vinyl records to gourmet food items. We offer scalable 
services, customization capabilities, advanced technology, extensive resources and a 
nationwide network of facilities. We pride ourselves on helping customers to accommodate 
business growth and fluctuations, personalize orders to suit customer preferences, and 
provide timely deliveries. 

For more information, visit www.sclogistics.com • 888/878-1177
042016

4 Jameson Morris, “Fulfillment: Outsourcing vs Inhouse,” Subscription School. 

http://www.sclogistics.com/fulfillment/subscription
http://subscriptionschool.com/guide/fulfillment-outsourcing-vs-in-house/

