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New Technologies Will Help Businesses Overcome the Impending Labor Crisis
In the last five years we have been bombarded with dramatic changes in our business and 
economic environment.  Companies across all industries have faced the challenges of the 
recession and changing customer demands and the survivors have learned how to do more 
with less. However, that approach has a downside as the economy continues to move toward 
recovery and as a labor deficit looms on the horizon.

The demand for additional distribution labor is increasing as companies react to increased 
activity levels resulting from the recovering economy, which is likely to increase exponentially 
in the next five years. The short supply of semi-skilled labor and a steady growth in U.S. labor 
rates will continue to impact companies into the future.  In order to stay profitable they will 
be required to do maximize the utility of their current labor resources not because they don’t 
have the capital but because they don’t have the workforce.  

For progressive companies to stay on the cutting edge it is imperative that we take a look at how these changes in the labor market and the 
availability of new technologies, such as automation, will continue to dramatically change our business environment in the years to come.  

The concept of automating repetitive tasks is nothing new.  In fact, in the 1980s, when American carmakers feared they might be overcome 
by foreign competitors, many in Detroit had a vision of beating their rivals with “lights-out” manufacturing. The idea was that factories would 
become so highly automated that the lights could be turned off and the robots left to build cars on their own.  Now, this never completely 
happened, however, it did help to increase the awareness of the value that automated technologies could provide.  Today, thanks to smarter 
and more agile robots, some lights-out manufacturing is now possible. Many other factories use processes such as laser cutting and injec-
tion molding that operate without any human intervention. 

Although manufacturing has been utilizing this technology for some time it has not really translated into the distribution world, with nearly 
the same impact.  It can be argued that much of this is due to the difference in financial resources between the two industries.    Manufac-
turing typically has higher financial returns and therefore can afford to invest in automated technologies, on the other hand, distribution 
environments typically have tighter returns and given the large price tag that has been historically associated with automation, they have 
not been able to justify the cost in most instances.   

Although this financial constraint still exists for companies in the distribution industry, the cost of these automated technologies has de-
creased significantly over the last 10 years.  Additionally, many of these companies are starting to see the benefits in automating a specific 
area or repetitive task within their distribution center.  The combination of these two factors are leading to a boom of automated technology 
being applied in the distribution environment and best-in-class companies have started to see how this will change distribution as we know 
it today.  

As previously mentioned, the availability of automated technologies has been around for decades.  In the form of conveyors, automated 
storage retrieval systems (AS/RS), automated guided vehicles (AGVs) and automated pick modules.   However, in the last few years not only 
have these technologies been improved but due to increased demand they are less expensive to implement than just a few years ago espe-
cially when applied to specific areas of warehousing such as, piece pick operations.  

Piece pick operations are a key sector with tremendous untapped potential to improve distributor’s bottom line through utilizing warehouse 
automation to a greater extent.  Despite the fact the some barriers still exist to implementing automation, a large percentage of companies 
have significantly reduced costs, boosted pick rates and improved pick accuracy through the adoption of automated technologies within 
their piece picking operation.  Some of these solutions include; bar-code scanning, voice directed picking, pick-to-light systems, cart-based 
picking, conveyor-based picking, horizontal carousels, vertical lift modules, automated storage and retrieval systems and parcel sortation.  
One of the new technologies on the horizon is automated lift trucks which will be able to replace operators on vehicles in various ware-
house, distribution, manufacturing and process industries, automating repetitive tasks.

Implementation of these technologies in a distribution environment allows facility managers to redeploy labor resources and therefore cre-
ate greater efficiency in their existing labor force as well as defer, and possibly eliminate, the need to go to the shrinking labor markets.  

A properly carried out warehouse automation project can be a home run that drives a company towards increased profitability.  Determin-
ing the right technology and processes to automate is vital to remaining competitive.  Practicing the right methodology for system design, 
integration and procurement will ensure that the project will be completed on time, on budget and will meet long term expectations.
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New Report:  NAW Institute for Distribution Excellence 
Distributors Optimistic On The Economy, Growth & Hiring 

The NAW Institute for Distribution Excellence recently surveyed distribu-
tion executives regarding their economic outlook for the near future.  In 
the NAW-McGladrey report, 87% reported that they are optimistic about 
their business’ growth in the coming year, and 75 percent are optimistic 
for the distribution industry in general.

An even better sign is that nearly two-thirds of respondents are planning 
to add jobs in the next 12 months, with an average expected increase 
of 4.4%. However, most distribution executives in the survey said they 
expect a variety of employee costs to increase substantially in the next 
12 months. In particular, while wages and other benefits are expected to 
increase at an average rate of around 4%, executives expect health care 
costs to rise by an average of 11%.

Balancing the need to hire new workers and the need to control labor 
costs may be a challenge many distributors haven’t had to deal with in 
the last few years.  The competition for labor resources is heating up: 62% of manufacturers and distributors plan to increase 
employee levels in the next 12 months.  As an employer faced with reduced labor quantity, rising benefit costs and decreased 
loyalty, you may have less and less ability to define the workplace; rather, your current and prospective employees may be call-
ing the shots.

It seems clear that Labor Management Programs will increasingly become a necessity for companies in all industries, not only 
to address the workforce issues businesses are facing today but to forge ahead into the future.  To be successful in recruiting 
new employees, retaining top performers and improving overall labor performance levels, employers must be able to respond 
to the new workplace realities.  

If you aren’t currently utilizing a Labor Management Program, it will be increasingly difficult to recruit, retain and reward the 
best supply chain talent. If you are using Labor Management today, you should expand how you’re using it to enhance your 
value proposition for employees and offer the defined goals, training, incentives and recognition required by tomorrow’s 
workforce. 

This article was brought to you by TZA, www.tza.com

Storage Flexibility 
Pallet Racks and Shelving Systems Work Together to Optimize Warehouses

Optimization is a buzzword in today’s 3PLworld. Warehouse managers are constant-
ly working to maximize efficiency through a complex series of transportation and 
through-put analyses. One important factor to consider is storage flexibility – how 
adaptable is your warehouse space to changes in client inventory or new contract 
orders?

In a globally competitive environment, we all know that flexible storage is essential 
to attract and preserve customers and build your business.  Using a combination 
of both pallet racks and multi-level gravity flow shelving can result in flexibility and 
quick change adaptability. For example, shelving can be adjusted up and down 
vertically to allow more cubic volume storage. This allows companies to create stor-
age around the product being stored and not the other way around. In an all-rack 
warehouse, having to store small boxes on big racks can be a big waste of space. 

It all comes down to what is being stored – and for 3PLs, this can be ever-changing. With every new contract comes a new set 
of parameters; and from existing customers, new products of different sizes can be added to the mix. Because you can’t always 
anticipate what each new client will need, the best practice is to stay flexible through an adaptable mix of storage options.

The foundation of a warehouse system may be pallets and pallet racks, but the ability to maximize space through a flexible 
shelving systems helps to eliminate bottlenecks and keep product moving – particularly in e-commerce where you need to 
pick products efficiently.

Time is indeed of the essence, and gravity flow shelving can help. Savvy 3PLs are updating their pallet rack-based systems with 
products to give them a competitive edge and enhance their ability to build more business by differentiating themselves from 
their competitors.



Lift Truck Operator Training - Mandatory and Necessary
Operator training reduces accidents, improves morale, reduces damage and increases productivity

It has been a federal law since 1969 that all operators be trained and evaluated prior 
to operating a lift truck. In 1999, the Occupational Safety and Health Administration 
(OSHA) updated its requirements to include specific subject areas that must be cov-
ered during training. Although these training procedures are federally mandated, 
the responsibility of ensuring each employee is trained is that of the employer and 
often is undertaken by the facility or safety manager.

Lift truck training programs often require dynamic and proactive elements to 
ensure operators fully understand the responsibilities and obligations of operating 
a material handling vehicle. That means it is important for the operator to not only 
understand the technical aspects of lift truck operation, which can be conveyed in a 
classroom, but also to receive hands-on training and evaluation. 

For Veterans and Newbies 
New lift truck operators as well as employees who may have been trained at another 
company require training by their current employer. According to OSHA, when a 
company hires an experienced lift truck operator, the company must still evaluate 
this person to ensure that the previous training was appropriate for his or her new 
environment. 

OSHA does say that “if the operator has operated the same type of equipment be-
fore in the same type of environment that he/she will be expected to be working, then additional training is not required.”  If 
the operator is found to be competent in most areas but may need updates on some specific areas of training, refresher train-
ing is an option that will avoid covering topics the employee is already familiar with. In addition, refresher training will ensure 
that any previously trained employees have received updated training on aspects of lift truck operation that are pertinent to 
his or her new work environment.

OSHA mandates that all lift truck operators be re-evaluated and recertified at least once every three years. 

A training program should also be aligned with company policies and supported, promoted and reinforced by management 
to ensure proper lift truck operation. The program should be reviewed and updated regularly to reflect changes in the work-
place. Every workplace is different, so training must be customized to the actual conditions the operator will experience and 
pertinent to the trucks the operator will use.  

Associated University Presents... 
Strategic Slotting that Can Impact Your Bottom Line   

Wednesday, September 18, 2013, 12:00 PM - 1:00 PM CDT

Inventory… although it is the very reason for warehousing it can also be the 
primary source of reduced storage space and inefficient processes that ulti-
mately lead to increased warehousing costs.  

Slotting is a process that optimizes the placement of product inventories within a warehouse facility.  It enables the correct 
balance of picking efficiency and replenishment frequency, while optimizing pick location storage space.

Traditionally, appropriate storage mediums and order fulfillment processes have been developed utilizing a question and ob-
servation methodology.  Today, that technique has been enhanced to include a data-driven analysis of your order profile, item 
characteristics, material handling systems and storage mediums through the use of strategic slotting disciplines.  

Learn the practical approach to implementing a slotting strategy from the real-world perspective of an experienced industry 
expert. We will cover key program elements including:

•  What is slotting and why is it important
•  Understanding and identifying A-E movers
•  Exploring various slotting methods and techniques
•  How to implement and sustain a strategic slotting discipline

Best of all, see how these cost savings and business benefits can be achieved with low risk 
and at moderate levels of investment that often provide an immediate return on investment.  

To register for this event, please visit: www.associated-solutions.com/register
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Associated
133 North Swift Road
Addison, IL 60101-1447

Did You Know...
That Associated was recently awarded MVP Status?

Associated has been awarded the prestigious MVP (Most Valuable Partner) Status for 
2013 in a program from the industry’s trade association, MHEDA (Material Handling 
Equipment Distributors Association).   To be among the less than 5% of the associa-
tion’s membership earning the award, Associated successfully demonstrated a com-
mitment to business excellence, professionalism and good stewardship. 

This is the second consecutive year that Associated has been awarded MVP status.  In 
order to receive this status they were required to provide evidence of their commit-
ment to key stakeholders including customers, employees and suppliers.  In addition 
they were evaluated on the quality of their industry and customer relations, peer-to-
peer networking involvement, dedication to training for all employees and implemen-
tation of business best practices.  

About Associated:

Addison, IL  •  Indianapolis, IN  •  Fort Wayne, IN  •  South Bend, IN  •  Bloomington, IL  •  Eagan, MN  •  Ankeny, IA

Celebrating over 50 years of providing customers with innovative solutions that optimize 
storage and order fulfillment operations within their supply chain, Associated understands 
that handling materials in the supply chain should be more than material handling. By 
utilizing their unparalleled experience and industry best practices they are able to evaluate 
current methods and processes for storage, order fulfillment, labor and equipment utilization 
and recommend practical strategies to enhance its effectiveness and reduce overall cost. 

Featuring leading edge engineering, fleet management and labor optimization services 
to complement industry leading sales, service, rentals and parts, Associated has been the 
recipient of multiple awards in recognition of being a premier organization in the material 
handling industry. 


