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SHOPPERS SHIFT ONLINE. . . 
ARE YOU READY? 

Food and Beverage 
Ecommerce Fulfillment Guide
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Food and beverage shoppers shifted online in 

record numbers as a result of the coronavirus 

pandemic. CPG food and beverage ecommerce 

sales reached $66 billion in 2020, according to 

NielsenIQ research. The trend is expected to 

continue, with online sales projected to surpass 

$100 billion in 2021. 

Given consumers’ new buying habits, it is fast 

becoming a necessity for grocery retailers and food 

and beverage companies to offer an ecommerce 

sales channel. They must address an urgent 

need to add or expand their online selling options 

in order to stand out in what promises to be a 

competitive playing field.

Food & Beverage Moves Online

https://www.supermarketnews.com/consumer-trends/online-cpg-food-and-beverage-sales-could-top-100-billion-2021
https://www.supermarketnews.com/consumer-trends/online-cpg-food-and-beverage-sales-could-top-100-billion-2021
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 UNPREDICTABLE DEMAND

In these uncertain times, demand is likely to be volatile. As seen in 

March 2020, fulfillment operations must be prepared to gear up rapidly 

to accommodate record order volume. However, they also need to be 

capable of dialing back should business slow. Flexibility is key.

  
LABOR-INTENSIVE ORDER PROFILES

The ecommerce business model typically involves a high volume of 

relatively low-value individual orders that must be piece-picked — a labor-

intensive practice. To further complicate the process, shelf-life concerns 

for food items often dictate that orders be picked strategically to prevent 

product obsolescence.

  EXPECTATIONS FOR RESPONSIVE SERVICE

Online shoppers have become accustomed to fast and free (or low-cost) 

deliveries. Orders must be processed quickly and efficiently – ideally the 

same day they are received.  And then, of course, they must be shipped to 

arrive within an ever-shortening time window.

  LOW MARGINS

Ecommerce tends to be less profitable than traditional grocery sales, 

due in large part to higher labor needs and rising parcel shipping 

costs. Fulfillment operations must seek out every opportunity to create 

efficiencies and reduce costs while upholding service levels.

  
MULTIPLE SALES CHANNELS

Gone are the days of selling exclusively through a single sales channel. 

Retailers and food and beverage companies need to sell wherever 

their customers are buying. That may include online stores, third-party 

marketplaces, subscription boxes or mobile apps. Consumers expect a 

seamless experience across all platforms.

Needless to say, challenges like these significantly increase  

the complexity of ecommerce order fulfillment.

Before embracing ecommerce sales channels, grocery retailers and food and beverage companies should develop a clear 

understanding of the unique fulfillment challenges associated with those channels. Following are a few of the top concerns:

Ecommerce Fulfillment Challenges
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Optimize Distribution Network 

For effective ecommerce fulfillment, products should 

be positioned as close to the consumer as possible. 

Strategically located distribution centers can help to 

minimize transit time and cost. Utilizing two or more 

centrally located DCs can help to meet consumers' delivery 

expectations – often using two-day ground service.

Some grocery retailers handle order fulfillment from 

stores; however, many are opting for micro-fulfillment 

centers or dark distribution centers in order to avoid 

causing congestion and diminishing the customer 

experience in physical stores.

5 Strategies for Mastering 
Ecommerce Fulfillment

1 2 Maintain a Single View of Inventory 

With inventory distributed across multiple locations, it is 

critical to understand where products are and how they’re 

moving. This requires a comprehensive view of inventory 

across all fulfillment locations, including physical stores, 

warehouses, vendors, in transit and available to promise. 

Since inventory must be readily available and accessible, 

it is important to identify fast-moving items in order 

to prevent stock outs and back-ordered items that 

could cause consumers to abandon their shopping 

carts. Also, if a product is out of stock in one location, 

having a single view of inventory helps to determine 

another potential source from which to fulfill orders.

To excel in this complex environment, retailers and food and beverage companies need to shore up their ecommerce fulfillment 

capabilities. Following are five strategies to consider implementing.

https://www.sclogistics.com/resource-center/white-papers/2018-distribution-network-trends-report/
https://www.sclogistics.com/resource-center/white-papers/2018-distribution-network-trends-report/
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5 Strategies for Mastering Ecommerce Fulfillment

Upgrade Technology 

Ecommerce fulfillment operations generally require more sophisticated systems and automation than traditional 
warehousing operations tend to use. 

To provide the single view of inventory mentioned above for improved visibility, consider utilizing an order management 

system. An OMS, along with a warehouse management system (WMS), can help process orders faster and more efficiently. 

Automated fulfillment solutions also can help to increase order processing velocity.

Technologies like RFID and bar-coding help to ensure order accuracy, while software such as parcel analytics and rating 

shopping can help to identify the most efficient and cost-effective transportation options.

Leverage Postponement Strategies  

Food and beverage products often require some 

degree of customization – from tagging and labeling to 

assembling rainbow packs and gift sets. Moving these 

value-added functions closer to the consumer allows 

for greater responsiveness to customer demands. 

Building “to order” instead of “to stock” enables 

companies to provide more personalized 

service – and build customer loyalty – while 

keeping fewer SKUs in inventory. 

For additional insights, read the ebook:  
B2B to B2C: A Guide to Effective 
Ecommerce Fulfillment

Anticipate Space and Staffing Needs 

Ecommerce order fulfillment typically requires three 

times the labor of traditional warehousing operations, 

according to commercial real estate firm JLL. Plan 

accordingly to ensure capacity for maximum potential 

volume. Providing responsive service is the fastest way 

to build customer loyalty in a new sales channel. Online 

shoppers, particularly those purchasing groceries for 

the first time, will have little patience for service failures.

To process a high volume of orders efficiently, close 

attention to facility design is also important. An 

ecommerce-friendly solution may incorporate narrow  

or very narrow aisles, custom racking and shelving 

solutions. Allow sufficient space to accommodate  

peak order processing needs.
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https://www.sclogistics.com/resource-center/white-papers/oms-key-optimal-omnichannel-customer-experience/
https://www.sclogistics.com/resource-center/white-papers/oms-key-optimal-omnichannel-customer-experience/
https://www.sclogistics.com/resource-center/blog-posts/customization-key-omnichannel-success/
https://www.sclogistics.com/resource-center/blog-posts/customization-key-omnichannel-success/
https://www.sclogistics.com/resource-center/ebooks/expanding-from-b2b-to-b2c-a-guide-to-effective-ecommerce-fulfillment/
https://www.sclogistics.com/resource-center/ebooks/expanding-from-b2b-to-b2c-a-guide-to-effective-ecommerce-fulfillment/
https://www.inboundlogistics.com/cms/article/choose-your-own-venture/
https://www.inboundlogistics.com/cms/article/choose-your-own-venture/
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How Can a 3PL Help?

Implementing strategies like these in-house can be challenging in ordinary circumstances, but, in the current climate, it can overwhelm 

already taxed resources. Outsourcing ecommerce fulfillment can be an effective alternative for a number of reasons, including:

Established Distribution Network. Ready access to a 3PL’s 

conveniently situated facilities moves products closer to end 

customers to save time and money. 

Scalable Resources. With flexible staffing and food-grade 

warehouse space, 3PLs can accommodate fluctuating order 

volume – without a permanent overhead investment.

Advanced Technology. Robust systems and fulfillment 

automation enable 3PLs to provide real-time visibility, efficient 

order routing, better accuracy and faster turnaround times. 

Cost Savings. 3PLs can increase efficiency and streamline 

the food and beverage supply chain to help control costs. 

Economies of scale offer greater buying power.

Fulfillment Expertise. The greatest advantage of outsourcing 

lies in a 3PLs’ ability to apply experience and best practices 

to work for their clients. For optimal effectiveness, seek out a 

provider with expertise in the following areas:

 › Food and beverage

 › Ecommerce

 › Omnichannel fulfillment

 › Solution Design

Partnering with a knowledgeable, experienced fulfillment 

provider can give grocery retailers and food and beverage 

companies the tools they need to navigate in what promises 

to be an unpredictable ecommerce landscape.

 › Systems integration

 › Parcel management

 › Postponement strategies

 › Continuous improvement

https://www.sclogistics.com/resource-center/blog-posts/5-things-look-outsourcing-food-beverage-distribution/
https://www.sclogistics.com/who-we-serve/ecommerce-retailers/
https://www.sclogistics.com/services/fulfillment/
https://www.sclogistics.com/services/fulfillment/technology/
https://www.sclogistics.com/services/fulfillment/parcel/
https://www.sclogistics.com/services/warehousing/value-added-services/
https://www.sclogistics.com/continuous-improvement/
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Need help 
transitioning to 
ecommerce? 

At Saddle Creek, we’ve been 

working with food and beverage 

companies for more than 50 years. 

We specialize in designing and 

delivering omnichannel supply 

chain solutions to help our clients 

get products where they need to 

be quickly, cost-effectively and 

seamlessly. Contact us today to 

learn more!

sales@sclogistics.com 
sclogistics.com

3010 Saddle Creek Road 
Lakeland, FL 33801

863-665-0966 Corporate
866-668-0966 Toll Free 

https://www.sclogistics.com/

