
DC360: What can operations do to mitigate 
the impact of the current labor shortage?

Coppolo: Staffing is always a major peak season 

challenge, but it’s even more critical this year. Arrange for 

extra support well in advance and provide sufficient training 

and cross-training so employees can hit the ground running. 

Setting measurable and attainable performance goals can 

help to keep employees engaged and prevent burnout. 

Keep your team apprised of progress and reward them 

when they meet goals.  Gift certificates or a catered meal, 

for example, can be great options.

Seasonal peaks also can provide an excellent short-

term opportunity to give qualified employees more 

responsibility or leadership roles to help determine if 

they’re ready for advancement. 

Peak sales periods can be stressful, so it’s essential for 

employees to feel supported. Don’t be afraid to roll up 

your sleeves and work alongside employees during 

significant spikes in order volume. 

DC360: How can operations prepare for 
seasonal returns?

Coppolo: High holiday return volume is inevitable, 

so be prepared. Clearly define your return policy and 

explain it on your company website, packing slips, order 

confirmations and other communications. To make the 

process hassle-free, enclose return labels with shipments.

Returns processing can be very labor intensive and 

often requires more experienced employees with strong 

decision-making skills, so you’ll need to factor that 

into your staffing plans. And of course, you’ll need to 

coordinate reverse logistics with your parcel carriers.

There are countless factors to consider when planning for 

peak season, but incorporating these recommendations 

can help you stay on top of your game for holiday 2021 

and beyond.

With the 2021 holiday season fast approaching, retailers 

and brands are rushing to prepare for an onslaught of 

online shoppers. What can fulfillment operations do to 

accommodate a dramatic increase in ecommerce order 

volume? Ben Coppolo, director of solutions development 

at Saddle Creek Logistics Services, recently shared tips  

for managing peak season fulfillment with Digital 

Commerce 360.

DC360: How should retailers and brands 
plan for spikes in order volume?

Coppolo: The best plans start with thorough data 

analysis. Make use of surveys, market analysis and other 

tools to ensure accurate forecasting. Understanding 

projected order volume will allow you to plan for space 

and staffing, material handling equipment, packaging, 

shipping, and returns. 

Be sure to share your plans with fulfillment and transportation 

partners, so that they can prepare accordingly.

Of course, there will always be surprises, so you need to 

have contingency plans in place. For example, what will 

you do if there’s a snowstorm Thanksgiving weekend? How 

will you adjust routes? Will you hold trucks? How will you 

communicate with partners and customers?

DC360: What can fulfillment operations do 
to help scale?

Coppolo: When designing a fulfillment solution, it’s 

important to keep your peak sales volume in mind. Your 

usual volume might be 10,000 orders a day, but what will 

you do when sales spike to 90,000?

The best solutions can scale quickly and easily. Consider 

optimizing outbound SKUs by velocity or setting up work 

cells for peak season promotions, for example. Always 

approach process optimization with a Lean mindset. Look 

for opportunities to create efficiencies and minimize 

touches for put-away, picking, and packaging. 

Remember to load test systems and automation to make 

sure they can support increased volume. It’s also wise to 

plan for more tech support for peak periods. For optimal 

results, involve engineering and technology teams as early 

as possible in the planning process.
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