
That’s a challenge, 
and to help meet it, 
retail is increasingly 
adopting technolo-
gies and methods de-
veloped for other 
industries. As the rela-
tionship deepens, the 
makers of those tech-
nologies are becoming 
increasingly adept at 
understanding, and 
providing solutions 
for, the unique and 
demanding world of 
today’s retailers.

In January, we as-
sembled a panel of ex-
perts from companies 
that serve a diverse 
group of industries, 
from aerospace to 
shipping to precision manufacturing, to learn more about 
what they’re doing in retail and what they see lying ahead.

We asked our panelists to focus on two specific issues our 
industry is struggling with. One was final order fulfillment 
— getting an online purchase into the hands of the consum-
er. How fast can we really do that? What’s it going to cost? 
How does it change the way we run our stores?

The other was the 
role of handheld elec-
tronic devices, both in 
the store and in distri-
bution centers. These 
devices, once a conve-
nience, have become a 
major business asset. 
How well do we man-
age that asset in terms 
of cost, security and 
performance?

Participants in the 
discussion were Jim 
Adams, executive vice 
president and chief 
operating officer of 
Choice Logistics (sup-
ply chain solutions); 
Bill Morris, senior 
director of hardware 
systems for Manhattan 

Associates (supply chain commerce solutions); Kent Savage, 
founder and CEO of Apex Supply Chain Technologies (sup-
ply chain solutions); Tom Miller, president and chairman of 
Quest Solution (wireless mobile computing); and Glen Hall, 
managing director, and Mark Channen, head of marketing, 
with Herbert Group (retail productivity solutions). The panel 
was moderated by Susan Reda, editor of STORES Media.
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One of the key messages at the recent NRF Annual Convention & EXPO was that 
there is no more multichannel. There is no more omnichannel. There’s just you and 

the consumer, and her expectations are very clear: give her what she wants how she 
wants it, and as close to instantaneously as possible. Welcome to real-time retailing.

This supplement to STORES Magazine was sponsored by Apex Supply Chain Technologies, where Every Thing is Possible.  
For more information about Apex and its solutions for the retail industry, please visit ApexSupplyChain.com.
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Susan Reda: As we talk about satisfying con-
sumer expectations for real-time retail, I can’t 
help but think about Disney’s Magic Bands. 
It’s a thing that you wear on your wrist like a 
watch. The Magic Band has RFID chips inside 
it, and once you have it on, you don’t need your 
room key. You don’t need your credit cards. 
You don’t need to bring your tickets to the 
park. All you need is to wear the Magic Band.

Once a consumer experiences something 
like that, the expectation is, “Hey, if they can 
do this, why can’t everybody else?” That’s re-
ally the world we live in, in retail today. The 
consumer’s expectations are going through 
the roof, and we just can’t seem to move fast 
enough to keep up.

Kent Savage: Not easily, anyway. There’s a 
kind of transformational aspect about all of 
this. As the consumer says, “I want this now, 
I want to buy it the way I want, I want to 
pay for it the way I want, and I want to pick 
it up or have it delivered the way I want,” it 
presents a tremendous challenge for the retail 
environment. The infrastructure needs to be 
rethought and in some ways reimagined.

Jim Adams: One of the big issues, I believe, is 
demand planning. You can talk about getting 
something in every way, shape or form any-
time, anywhere — but if you don’t understand 
the demand, you won’t be able to make that 
happen. Instead, you’re going to see a lot of 
stockouts. The solution is data, getting better 
at using data to understand and predict the 
future. The industry is not quite where it needs 
to be. However, I believe we’re beginning to 
close the gap.

YOU WANT IT WHEN?
Reda: We may be closing the gap on demand 
prediction, but I get the sense that delivery ex-
pectations are going to continue to be a major 
issue.

Adams: They will, and that’s a real problem, 
because we’re not dealing with the econom-
ics of it. Some of the final-mile couriers and 
delivery companies are under extreme financial 
pressure, because today, a lot of deliveries are 
provided below cost … or at no cost.

That’s not sustainable, and cost aside, we 
don’t have enough drivers to actually fulfill 
the orders. Same-day delivery is still a small 
percentage of the total transaction stream, but 
if we try to grow it in a major way, the infra-
structure’s not there to support it, and the price 
point isn’t there to support it.

Savage: And if they were, it might not even 
be possible to accept all those deliveries. In 
multi-residential buildings, the volume of pack-
ages coming in has become so overwhelming 
that some of the largest property owners in the 
country have said, “Stop. We can’t handle this.”

But getting back to your point, whether 
you’re talking about it from the retailer side 
or the courier side, if it’s going to be delivered, 
there is a cost. And to date, the consumer has 
said, “I want it fast, but I’m not willing to pay 
a premium for that fast delivery,” or some-
times even pay for it at all.

Reda: It may not be sustainable, but it’s deeply 
embedded in customer expectations. I know 
and live with Millennials who place an order, 
and they’re like, “What do you mean this can’t 
be here in an hour? You got to be kidding 
me.”

Adams: Of course they want it right now. But 

KEEPING UP WITH  
THE CONSUMER
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“Retail used to be anonymous, 
right? Now you know each 
other. That changed relationship 
is transforming 
all the systems 
out there, and 
it’s putting 
tremendous 
pressure on 
retailers.”
— Bill Morris,  

Manhattan Associates

eventually they’ll have to pay to have it right 
now, and so far no one’s really doing that.

CLICK-AND-COLLECT
Reda: Let’s talk about another way of getting 
an online purchase into the consumer’s hands, 
which is buy online and pick up in store, or 
BOPIS. I understand that in the United King-
dom it’s called click-and-collect, which frankly 
I think is a lot clearer term. By whatever name, 
how well does it seem to be working?

Mark Channen: It varies. Some are doing it 
well, some not. In the U.K. it tends to be a 
third-party logistics model. You’ll engage with 
the brand online and buy your product, but 
then you’ll collect it from a third party, usually 
the following day.

Reda: Is that fast enough for a U.K. consumer?

Channen: I think it’s fast enough, but the issue 
really is that retailers want the online con-
sumer to engage with their store. They want 
the opportunity to cross-sell and upsell. It’s 
about brand equity and in-store fulfilment ex-
perience — the final step in the journey. I think 
anything that overcomes that third-party route 
is the way to go.

Savage: That’s a traditional way of retail 
thinking, but there are other views that say 
that customer who wants to buy online and 
pick up doesn’t necessarily want to go into the 
store. In any case, we have to recognize as we 
approach this that the retailer isn’t driving this, 
the consumer is.

If we look at the 2014-2015 holiday season, 
30 percent of online Sam’s Club orders were 
pickup in store. Kmart, 23 percent. Target 
was 6 percent. Toys “R”Us, 15 percent. Best 
Buy, 12 percent. This was a big increase from 
the year before. The numbers for this holiday 
season haven’t been released yet, but they’ll be 
even higher.

Morris: And the stores aren’t just functioning 
as pick-up points. The store is now becoming 
a distribution center, and retailers are leverag-
ing same-day delivery out of the inventory 
that’s in the store, especially in specialty retail 
and apparel. There’s a lot of analytics that go 
into doing that, but we saw a huge upspike in 
retailers delivering online orders from the retail 

store closest to the customer’s home. Literally 
picking, packing in the back room and sending 
it out.

NO MORE CHANNELS
Reda: So it sounds like we’re moving toward 
a kind of merger of all these different ways of 
getting a purchase into the hands of the cus-
tomer.

Morris: We are, and we’re also merging the 
ways we sell. If I want to go into a store and 
look for something that may be in the store 
and I want to do a transaction there, but I 
might want a matching scarf with whatever 
I’m buying, I don’t want to have to go online 
and do a separate transaction. So how do I 
mix those channels into a single swipe?

Savage: You make an excellent point, and 
that’s really a vision that’s just starting to catch 
on. We’re working with a very large big-box 
retailer that understands that you can no 
longer have a silo for 
e-commerce and a silo 
for retail — but also 
understands that the 
information available 
on e-commerce can be 
helpful to the person 
in the store if you 
make it accessible via 
mobile.

Say I’ve started with 
an in-store purchase. 
Say it’s home electron-
ics. Now I need these 
accessories, or these 
brackets, or whatever. 
I’m going to order them or be directed to them 
here at the store, but I don’t want to go to the 
counter and pick them all up. I want them all 
delivered in one place. So it’s an amalgam of 
all of these things to create real-time retail.

Reda: And all that flexibility is changing the 
look and feel of the store.

Morris: Yes, it is. If I’m a retailer, I want to 
use this space better to make it more intimate. 
We’re seeing a big change in that retailers are 
spending their money on removing a lot of the 
payment area, making that be much more of 
the customer experience.
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Susan Reda: Handheld electronics in the store 
have been around for a while now, but lately 
there seems to be a degree of urgency around 
them that’s new. What’s changed?

Tom Miller: When these handheld computers 
first came out, they were used predominantly 
for inventory control and price verification. 
Now they’re being used as a mobile POS. 
They’re fundamental to improving the overall 
customer experience. They’re being used to 
demonstrate and talk about products. Now 
you have lost sales if those devices aren’t out 
there in the right person’s hands and properly 
working.

Bill Morris: We call that being on the money 
side of the supply chain. Rugged devices used 
to be on the cost reduction side of the supply 
chain. Now we’ve got devices on the money 
side of the supply chain where revenue’s being 
generated, and it’s a completely different ani-
mal.

Reda: There’s sort of an angel/devil thing 
happening here. Obviously, we need to accom-
modate these new devices because of all of the 
things we’re talking about. Managing inven-
tory, payments and all of that. But the devil, 
as usual, is in the details, and managing these 
things is very, very difficult. In a retail store, 
what challenges have you seen for managers 
with respect to the control and the availability 
of handheld electronic devices?

Kent Savage: One of the big challenges is 
just the day-to-day issuing of these devices 
— checking them out and checking them in. 
That’s a very manual-intensive, very inefficient 
process. When retailers start studying this, 
they’re finding that it can oftentimes take 30 
minutes per associate per shift.

WHO’S IN CHARGE?
Reda: Which translates to a huge impact on 
productivity. What’s allowing this to happen?
Miller: Part of it is a kind of management gap. 

MANAGING IN-STORE 
HANDHELD ELECTRONICS

PANEL DISCUSSION
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They need these things as a tool to do the job, 
but no one is really accountable for them. A 
manager is not going to get promoted in a re-
tail environment because he or she does a good 
job managing the handheld devices. Because it 
is not core or a high priority to their job, they 
are poorly managed.

You’ve got multiple people coming in over 
multiple shifts in a dynamic environment, plus 
turnover of employees is really high, and in 
the midst of all this the store loses control of 
the asset. The devices don’t work. The bat-
teries are dead. They haven’t been checked in 
or checked out. All of this means downtime. 
Instead of managing the situation, they’ll just 
buy more equipment, so they’ll have spares. 

Reda: What about having the associates use 
their own phones, with the retailer’s software 
or firmware installed?

Hall: That would be one solution to the prob-
lem of checking in and checking out all those 
devices. Just tell them bring their own device 
to work, and you’ll give them some kind of 
incentive to do that.

COMPLIANCE AND CONTROL
Savage: But it’s not just the device. You’re 
talking about access to data that can poten-
tially be hacked. Also, now you’re doing pay-
ments on that device. That gets you into PCI 
compliance, which is very strict. So the custody 
of that device and being able to assure that 
the device was under control — being able to 
document every time it was used, who used 
it, when they used it, when they brought it 
back — becomes an essential piece of effective 
operations.

Morris: Exactly. For a long time we used rug-
ged devices, which used to be the same in the 
store as in the warehouse. Then we all put 
these smartphones in our pockets, and we start 
creating expectations for every consumer, and 
all of a sudden retailers started implementing 
consumer devices. I’m going to put a smart-
phone in the store. Got to be the way we do 
it. It’s cheap. I put a sled on it. I swipe. All is 
good.

Well, it turns out, it’s not that good. It turns 
out that I probably want something I can con-
trol better. In the past, I was just scanning stuff 
on shelves, checking my inventory. Not that 

big of a deal. Now I might flip it over to the 
customer and say, “Hey, you know, check out 
this scarf. This looks great with that dress you 
just purchased. What do you think?”

And so now I want this high-resolution, 
high-end, modern display in front of my cus-
tomer, but I’ve got to manage those assets. I 
need to be able to put these things somewhere 
where I know they’re being charged at night, 
and I also know they’re getting upgraded if 
they need to be. They got to be there ready to 
go in the morning. It’s critical to my business.

Savage: You want control, and if you don’t 
have control, you don’t have knowledge. We 
hear stories, and we hear them regularly, about 
workers that find a device they like and tuck it 
away someplace so they’ll have it the next day. 
In a situation like that, the retailers don’t know 
where it is, or if it’s updated with their current 
firmware, or if it has the right customer mes-
sages on it.

INVENTING THE PROCESS
Reda: Who’s responsible for actually buying 
these devices? Is it CIO-related? Is it store op-
erations?

Morris: I don’t think they know yet.

Reda: Because I almost envision a store man-
ager saying, “Hey, I only have 12 people. I’ll 
make the investment and get everybody an 
iPad.”

“One of the things Sam Walton said was that 
there would never be more than three people 
in line at any Walmart ever. Customer service 
is critical to all retailers, but it’s just not feasible 
financially or operationally for Wal-Mart or any 
retailer to provide the levels of 
staffing required to make that 
happen today. Automating the 
control of these critical assets, and 
ensuring that the tools associates 
need are always available, reclaims 
huge amounts of (currently) non-
productive time to better serve 
customers.”
— Kent Savage, Apex Supply Chain Technologies
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Morris: I think that’s how it was done. His-
torically, every store bought a little bit of what 
they needed. Every system in the store was 
different. Every version of the firmware on 
the devices, the operating system devices, was 
different. You could get away with it because 
it was mostly an inventory tool. When you’re 
actually running transactions, and your busi-
ness relies on these devices from a revenue-
generating perspective, you can’t do that.

So our retailers are really inventing the pro-
cess right now. We’re seeing it become central-
ized. It’s no longer, “Hey, all you individual 
regions, do your own thing,” it’s “Let’s go 
back and do this as a corporate initiative. Let’s 
do this with thought, and let’s do it across the 
board, because it’s impossible to support if 
there’s an issue as to what’s out there.”

THE ROAD AHEAD
Reda: We’ve sort of painted a picture of where 
we are. Now let’s take a look at where we 
might be going. Jim?

Adams: We work with a number of contract 
manufacturers, who have a business profile 
similar to retail: large volumes, small margins. 
The direction they’re going is the integrating of 
systems. When you want various capabilities 
from different vendors, how do you integrate 
these capabilities together both from a hard-
ware and software standpoint so that you can 
deliver something that didn’t exist before?

I think there’s a huge opportunity there, 
where you are buying systems that can do 
all the things you’re looking for even though 
they’re from different OEMs. Right now it’s 
clunky, disparate and siloed, but somebody’s 

going to have to start tying it together — and 
whoever it is, it’s not going to be the retailer.

Reda: Good point. Kent?

Savage: One of the things we provide that’s 
getting a lot of traction in the retail space is 
automated locker systems that make sure the 
right people get access to the right things, 
that the devices are all properly charged, that 
they’re properly updated and that they’re used 
for the right purpose. And then also document 
that through cloud-based software that allows 
you to know exactly when it was used, who 
used it and where they used it.

To Tom’s earlier point, that’s not a core 
competency of the store, but they need it to be 
done on a day-to-day basis, every shift, many, 
many times every day across a broad enter-
prise. The only way you can afford to do it is 
with automation.

Reda: When you’re saying locker rooms, is 
this something in the back area of the store?

Savage: These are not locker rooms, they’re 
actual locker modules. They could be in 
one central location or in multiple locations 
around the store.

The way they work is, an employee comes 
up, either punches in a code or scans their ID 
badge, and it allows them access to the tool 
they need. When they’re done, they bring it 
back and check it in the same way. They can 
also then put it into a charger, and the system 
will lock it down so it doesn’t go out partially 
charged.

It also allows damaged devices to be identi-
fied so that they can be promptly taken out 
of the circulation, replenished, refreshed, re-
paired, whatever needs to be done. It’s a com-
pletely automated system.

Hall: That makes a lot of sense. What happens 
many times is that a device gets broken, and 
then it gets put in a drawer and forgotten.
With a system like you’re describing, you can 
know exactly where that broken device is, 
and you can get the engineer or whoever to go 
straight to the locker, get it from there, take 
it away, fix it, and put it back. With close to 
zero interaction from store management or the 
associates. It’s a way of raising overall store 
productivity.

“What happens many times is that a device 
gets broken, and then it gets put in a drawer 

and forgotten. With a system 
like you’re describing, you can 
know exactly where that broken 
device is, and you can get the 
engineer or whoever to go 
straight to the locker, get it from 
there, take it away, fix it, and 
put it back.”
— Glen Hall, Herbert Group

PANEL DISCUSSION
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Susan Reda: We’ve looked at 
how important these handheld 
devices are to the in-store com-
ponent of what we’re calling 
real-time retail, and how impor-
tant it is to safeguard and sup-
port them. What about in the 
distribution centers?

Tom Miller: It’s even more im-
portant at the distribution center 
that you control those assets.

You’re running three shifts, 
and you’ve got multiple people 
replacing somebody else de-
pending on that device. You’ve 
got to have high velocity of the 
goods. You’ve got to keep that 
inventory moving. If a handheld 
device is down, it has a direct 
and immediate impact on DC 
productivity.

Kent Savage: Remember, one 
of the biggest challenges facing 
the distribution centers is staffing them with 
people who will show up every day and do a 
good job. This is not a highly educated work-
force, it’s not a highly technical workforce, and 
in many cases, they’re only there for a short 
time.

We’re working with one organization that 
has over 150 distribution centers, over 1 mil-
lion square feet each. Every fall they bring in 
tens of thousands of people who are there an 
average of seven weeks, then they’re gone. 
So these systems have to be easy to use and 
designed to enforce the processes that are sup-
posed to be there. Seconds matter. Accuracy 
matters.

Bill Morris: And ease of use matters. We want 
to make sure these devices require close to zero 
training. I want them to be able to walk in, 
pick, pack and ship today.

Not too long ago we had text-based devices 

with a green screen, 
and everybody was 
like, “What? I hit 
what? Field exit? How 
does this work?” Now 
I just say it’s all on a 
touchscreen, and liter-
ally, somebody that’s 
used to these devices 
can pick it up in min-
utes. The device is 
absolutely the center of 
everything we’re doing, 
and that technology is 
incredibly important.

Glen Hall: And it’s incredibly important that 
it does what it’s needed to do. On our side, we 
have a responsibility to the retailers to keep 
function in mind. To take an example from the 
store environment, we talk about the technol-

“Some of the specific retail 
systems will fail, but the overall 
system won’t fail. I think from 
a technology 
standpoint, 
we’re leaps and 
bounds from 
where we were 
just five years 
ago.”
— Jim Adams,  

Choice Logistics

HANDHELD ELECTRONICS  
IN THE DISTRIBUTION CENTER
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ogy in the handheld devices, how much they’ve 
moved on. All true.

But they could also be needed to carry out a 
simple task like a price markdown. To do that, 
you need to produce a new label. If that hand-
held device can’t interface easily with a printer, 
it doesn’t matter how sophisticated it is.

THE INTERNET OF THINGS
Savage: Exactly the same thing applies to the 
back end of the system. Functionality is key. 
The solution we’re bringing to retail and to 
distribution centers now is something we’ve 
been evolving over the past half dozen years 
or more, and we’ve been doing it in industrial 
applications for mission-critical assets. So the 
basic issues in other industries are very much 
the same.

But what we’re learning in retail is that the 
data and the analytics are really different. 
Those metrics are evolving, and we’re work-

ing very closely with 
our partners on this to 
say, “What do they re-
ally need to know, and 
what can we learn from 
this and how can we 
make the information 
more accessible to those 
people that need it?”

And in this, by the 
way, everything is communicating — the phys-
ical world and the digital world are aligned, 
and that’s when the magic happens. This is the 
Internet of Things, and now it’s coming to re-
tail. That’s the difference.

It’s coming into the retail world from the 
industrial world, and it’s coming very fast. 
Some of the largest retailers in the world have 
already started using this technology. Some of 
them are rolling out with it. We think, over the 
next 12 months, many of them will roll out 
with it both in the stores and in the distribu-
tion centers.

Reda: So it sounds like this is a very good time 
for retail to benefit from other industries.

Adams: Definitely. For one thing, I think the 
retail space has benefitted from better hard-
ware design, and what I mean by that is that 
failure rates continue to decline. When it does 
fail, you can do hot swaps, meaning it contin-
ues to work. They’re not indestructible, but 

we’re reaching an always-on situation.
Now, we still have a lot of legacy equipment 

out there, so there will be issues. But the future 
looks bright, because while some of these sys-
tems that we’re dealing with will fail, the over-
all system won’t fail. You just keep working, 
and you don’t lose anything. Your data is still 
there, or it’s going into the cloud. I think from a 
technology standpoint, we’re leaps and bounds 
from where we were just five years ago.

BRINGING IT ALL TOGETHER
Reda: We started with a consumer and how 
the consumer wants everything now, 24/7. 
How does what we’re talking about with 
safeguarding these devices and maximizing the 
storage of them, the use of them — how is it 
all going to come together and help us drive 
retail in the future?

Miller: It’s going to create better processes, 
and that will create increased profits. We know 
there’s going to continue to be a growing num-
ber of changes within the retail industry, and 
we also understand that technology will be at 
the base of enabling those changes to be made.
The retailer works on very, very narrow mar-
gins, and so saving a few cents or saving a few 
minutes translates into tremendous leverage on 
the bottom line at a store. A few minutes can 
make a huge difference.

Morris: And it’s not just process. It’s every-
thing. Look, the device of today is what drove 
this entire change in retail. It’s the mobile 
device that allowed me to have these types of 
devices in my own facility. It also allows my 
customer to be on a train on the way into New 
York City to buy a pair of shoes for the meet-
ing the next day.

The device is ultimately important not only 
for the consumer, but to make sure that my 
interaction with that consumer is as close to 
perfect as it can be.

Reda: And having all of these devices and 
safeguarding them and keeping them current is 
going to help us better manage that, right?

Mark Channen: Absolutely. It’s all about 
brand equity, and maximizing your bottom 
line through efficiency gains. That, and solu-
tions that drive all of this, are what we’re talk-
ing about here.

“It’s all about brand equity — 
maximizing your bottom line 
through efficiency gains.”
— Mark Channen,  

Herbert Group
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