
Better, faster and less expensive is 
the mantra for 2013. Merchants are 
looking for ways to ship product 

the fastest way possible to satisfy custom-
ers, but in the most cost-efficient way pos-
sible for themselves.

The cost of shipping is always on the 
minds of retailers in both the business-to-
consumer and business-to-business mar-
kets. This is especially true in 2013 when, 

yet again, the United States Postal Service, 
UPS and Federal Express have increased 
their rates. These annual increases have 
forced retailers and merchants alike to 
scramble for ways to ship more effectively 
on smaller budgets.

Carrier Negotiation
One of the best ways to combat increased 

carrier rates is to negotiate your contract 

with your shipping provider. Improving 
your carrier price could boost not just prof-
it for your ecommerce business, but your 
competiveness within your marketplace.

If you’re considering negotiating with 
your carrier, it’s best to keep track of 
shipping documentation before evening 
approaching your parcel service. This in-
cludes mining your data, including reports 
on service usage, seasonality, weigh ranges, 
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zonal distribution, freight and non-freight 
charges, cost per shipment, and residential 
and commercial metrics.

Once all your data is stored and iden-
tified, gear up for the negotiating process 
itself by creating a report on carrier terms 
and conditions, payment terms, revenue 
bands or tiers, annual rate increases, fuel 
surcharges, dimensional formulas, late 
payment fees and declared value charges, 
just to name a few. 

The next step is to locate external bench-
marks. Do this by conducting research for 
shipper surveys, collaborating with peer 
companies to conduct a benchmark survey, 
and interviewing other shippers. You might 
also want to hire a parcel consultant.

After identifying the benchmarks, it’s 
time to focus on the request for proposal. 
This should clearly state your company’s 
objectives, requirements and time tables, 
such as pickup and drop-off times, rep-
resentation, automation, transit expecta-
tions and even pricing.

When preparing for a negotiation, don’t 
think of it as just trying to get the best pos-
sible deal for yourself. Approach the nego-
tiation to see what the two of you can do 
for each other. Remember that every suc-
cessful negotiation requires a give and take 
by both parties. Ask your carrier to iden-
tify not just ways that it can help you, but 
also how you can help lower the carrier’s 
operating costs. This should help get you a 
better deal in the long run, and help build 
your relationship with your carrier. 

Expanded Packaging Options
As shipping costs continue to go up, more 

and more ecommerce companies are look-
ing into using cost-efficient packaging op-
tions. Product that isn’t packaged in the most 
efficient way possible could lead to higher 
transportation and materials costs—and af-
fect carrier discounts due to oversize charges 
and dimensional weight adjustments.

Party Supplies Delivered is currently 
redesigning all of its shipping boxes and 

looking into using polyethylene bags to 
cut costs. Staples also has launched a new 
packaging technology that customizes de-
livery-box sizes to each order. The “Smart-
size” packaging not only offers conve-
nience to customers, but also improves 
supply chain sustainability and efficiency.

Changing your packaging options can 
not only save you money in shipping costs 
and possibly gain long-term customers, 
but also reduce your costs and warehouse 
space for storing delivery boxes. 

Expand Your Shipping 
Options: Think Regional

If you listen to what shoppers are say-
ing, 2013 should be not just the time to 
expand your packaging options, but also 
the year to expand your shipping options. 
And that inevitably includes your choice 
of shipper. 

Merchants need to know that it’s not 
just about the big guns of shipping, such as 
the USPS, UPS or FedEx. Smaller, regional 
shippers can also get the job done—and 
not just in a local manner. 

While only 4% of those surveyed for the 
MCM Outlook 2012-2013 report said they 
preferred using a regional carrier, region-
als could be a contender when your prod-

uct needs to be delivered within 500 miles 
or so of your distribution center.  

The use of regional carriers is expected 
to continue to increase, especially since 
many regionals, such as PITT OHIO, are 
members of the Reliance Network. Some 
of the other shippers involved are Averitt, 
Canadian Freightways, Kingsway, Lakev-
ille Motor Express, Land Air Express of 
New England, Mountain Valley Express 
and Peninsula Truck Lines, Inc.

What makes regional carriers a viable 
option compared to the big three in ship-
ping? They can be less expensive, tend to 
deliver faster, are able to pick up later, cre-
ate considerably fewer damage claims, and 
provide better customer service for inqui-
ries and requests than the national carriers. 

Free Shipping
While it’s not too much of a concern for 

B2B merchants, B2C sellers are working 
hard to master the free shipping option. 
With 57% of adults shopping with retailers 
that offer free shipping and 27% of those 
adding unplanned items to their carts in 
order to meet free shipping thresholds, ac-
cording to a Forrester report, it’s clear that 
free shipping is a major trend in the B2C 
industry and will probably only get bigger. 
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Forrester found last year that 76% of the 
top-50 online retailers highlighted holiday 
deals on their home pages, and 50% called 
out holiday shipping promotions. As price 
continues to be a top consideration for 
customers, retailers must offer and promi-
nently display holiday shipping promo-
tions or risk losing customers to competi-
tors that will.

It should be noted, however, that while 
free shipping will indeed be a major moti-
vator in 2013, customers are still willing to 
pay a nominal fee if that means they will 
get their product faster. In fact, comScore 
found that customers take the price of the 
product and the shipping charges equally 
into consideration when making a pur-
chase. And one-third of online shoppers 
said they most often choose to pay a nomi-
nal fee for faster delivery of their purchases.

Translation: Your customers are willing 
to pay more in order to receive their pur-
chases faster.

According to a 2012 study by com-
Score, shoppers expect a variety of deliv-
ery options to be made available to them 
as they move through the checkout pro-
cess. To keep customers happy, retailers 
need to show the shipping costs as well as 
how much more should be purchased in 
order to get free shipping. They also need 
to give customers the option of shipping 
timeframes, as well as other options such 
as special delivery instructions, including 
the ability to schedule late deliveries, the 
ability to reroute packages to different lo-
cations and self-service tracking.

Will Same-Day Delivery Be 
the Future?

One of the biggest challenges facing op-
erations and fulfillment pro¬fessionals is 
shipping and handling costs—and rumors 
about several retailers looking into same-
day delivery are only adding to the sense 
of urgency. The cost of shipping a prod-
uct is a concern for both the retailer and 
the customer, and with fuel prices always 

a threat, adequately covering your costs 
while keeping your customers happy can 
be a dilemma.

Like Amazon and Walmart, the USPS 
is testing the waters of same-day deliv-
ery. Its Metro Post is working in collabo-
ration with 1-800-Flowers in an effort to 
offer same-day delivery services to select 
customers sending last minute gifts. And 
the USPS has announced that it is look-
ing for advice on how to create a new, 
high-technology system for routing mail 
and packages. The financially struggling 
USPS says it wants a “dynamic rout-
ing” strategy that can help it offer new 
products, such as same-day delivery and 
pickups at retail locations, that could 
boost revenue. 

Ebay is also looking into providing 
same-day delivery at scale, similar to the 
way Uber, an on-demand personal trans-
portation company, conducts its business 
by having private drivers attempt to out-
bid each other for fares. Ebay is testing the 
same-day delivery service in San Francisco 
and parts of New York City. 

While many retailers are moving clos-
er to creating a same-day delivery plan, 
it will not be something offered to every 
shopper simply because of geography. 
Although it appears that Amazon might 
begin solving the location issue, since it 
is looking to build additional distribution 
centers in closer proximity to customer 
locations in areas including California 
and New Jersey.

Ship-from-Store and In-Store 
Pickups

While same-day delivery is not an op-
tion for many retailers or customers, com-
panies such as Nordstrom, Toys ’R’ Us and 
Macy’s are expanding their distribution 
options by using the traditional brick-and-
mortar store to offer ship-from-store and 
in-store pickup options. 

Nordstrom was one of the first compa-
nies to introduce a ship-from-store option 
for online fulfillment, a service now con-
sidered by many as a way to set yourself 
apart from your competitors.

Office Depot has enabled customers to 
pick up most of its online inventory at a tra-
ditional bricks-and-mortar store within an 
hour of ordering from the web. Using local 
stores instead of a warehouse gives the com-
panies that are progressing toward this new 
trend an advantage that other retailers do 
not have: a much more localized approach 
to meeting your customers’ needs.

The U.K.-based delivery service Shutl, 
which is making plans to enter the U.S. 
market through New York and San Fran-
cisco, is a branded web service enabling im-
mediate delivery of online shopping items 
within 90 minutes of a purchase. Custom-
ers, through a GPS-enabled map, can also 
track packages on an interactive map.

Although nearly 48% of those surveyed 
for MCM Outlook 2012-2013, (59.7% in 
2011) said they do not have a traditional 
bricks-and-mortar store, of those that do, 
31.1% allow in-store pickup, 27.4% allow 

While many retailers are 
moving closer to creating a 
same-day delivery plan, it will 
not be something offered to 
every shopper simply because 
of geography. 
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in-store returns of products purchased on-
line, 20.8% do in-store shipping, and 5.7% 
have web-enabled kiosks. 

These results show an increasing trend 
to reach customers where they want to be 
reached. In 2011, 24.7% of retailers offered 
in-store pickups, 23.4% offered in-store 
returns/catalog exchanges/web exchanges, 
and just 2.6% had web-enabled kiosks.

Offering a variety of shipping options 
will not only help boost customer engage-
ment because of its convenience; it will 
also increase online conversions, boost in-
cremental sales of impulse buys, and result 
in faster in-store inventory turnover.

To do ship-from-store and in-store pick-
up well, you need to make sure you have 
the right technology in place. Retailers need 
to know where all their inventory is, at all 
times, in the stores, warehouses and distri-
bution centers, in order to make it work. 

Amazon Locker 
Amazon has launched Amazon Locker, 

which allows customers to receive their 
Amazon packages at a secure location 
in a secure locker. Amazon Locker loca-
tions can be found when customers select 
a shipping address during the checkout 
process. Selecting the Locker option al-
lows customers to pick up items in loca-
tions that are more convenient to them, 
instead of taking a simple delivery at their 
door. Although the service is now about 
complete convenience, customers cannot 
return items through the Amazon Locker.

According to Amazon, standard de-
livery, one-day, two-day and super-saver 
shipping options are available for Locker 
deliveries during the checkout process at 

no additional cost. 

Cutting Costs Within the 
Warehouse

Given that order sizes are shrinking and 
labor, shipping and packaging costs are on 
the rise, the shipping and delivery industry 
is beginning to think outside the shipping 
box when it comes to cost cutting and is 
focusing on technology.

By revamping shipping options for 
customers within the checkout process, T-
shirt company, RibbedTee.com saw a jump 
in sales and conversion rates, including a 
31% growth in revenue. 

Ribbedtee.com teamed up with Solv-
ingMaze to install a new software system 
that determines, during checkout, the 
cheapest shipping options and box sizes 
available. The objective: Save money in 
shipping fees not only for the customer, 
but also the retailer. 

With this new technology, the op-
erations and fulfillment team can, in real 
time, access its shipping calculator which, 
within seconds, estimates the shipping 
costs and packaging requirements for all 
customer purchases. 

Companies have also turned to cartoni-
zation software to cut costs in the ware-
house. Cartonization software examines 
the fragility, weight, position and dimen-
sions of each order that needs to be ful-
filled and then determines how each order 
should be packed.

Orders that are packed at utmost effi-
ciency should lead to a decrease in dam-
aged products, a higher customer satisfac-
tion rate and additional shipping savings 
to the retailer.

Predictions: Going 
International

What’s the future of the ecommerce 
business? At least part of the answer can 
be found by looking at what’s happening 
with international customers. According 
to a Forrester Research report, online 
international retail sales in places like 
Europe, Asia and Latin American will 
increase by 67% from 2011 to 2015. For-
rester predicts U.S. retail sales will grow 
42% during that time. 

The predicted trend by many for this year 
is that U.S.-based retailers will jump into in-
ternational waters. In addition to selling on 
their own sites, many merchants have decid-
ed to look to marketplaces like Amazon, Ra-
kuten.com and eBay to help them conduct 
cross-border transactions as well. 

The reality is, 95% of the world popula-
tion is located outside of the U.S. If Retail-
ers in the U.S. are not looking at the global 
marketplace, they are likely going to get 
squeezed out by larger competitors. 
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