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Providing real-time inventory vis-
ibility for your consumers across all 
the channels is no easy task. Today, 

consumers expect to purchase an item and 
arrange shipment or pickup no matter 
where the product is coming from. 

At Staples, Faisel Ma-
sud, executive vice 
president of global 
ecommerce, says they 
have a unified view of 
inventory for the store 
and online. 

“We provide [consumers] one view of 
what is in the centers and what is in the 
stores; customers get one view of the in-
ventory,” says Masud. 

Within a Staples store, the store teams 

try various layouts with more omnichan-
nel kiosks, thereby eliminating the bulky 
items to give more room for other stuff.  

Men’s Warehouse has a similar pro-
gram. In early 2014, the company 
launched its omnichannel inventory pro-
gram, which gives consumers visibility 
and access to all merchandise within the 
company’s distribution center and its 900-
plus retail locations, all from one location. 

Wherever a consumer is shopping, in 
store or online, they can see all merchan-
dise available to them throughout the 
company and pick up any item at the store 
of their choosing. 

Men’s Warehouse implemented an em-
ployee-facing program mobile app called 
“Find-it” and has iPads in over 650 retail 
locations for employee use. The Find-It 

app utilizes the company’s ecommerce 
website and allows employees to check 
inventory levels across the entire network 
and add an item to the customer’s order 
regardless of its location. 

Online customers now have the option 
of shopping nearby stores as well as the 
company’s distribution center to expand 
the merchandise choices available to them 
from menswearhouse.com. If they find an 
item they like at a nearby store location, 
they can reserve it online and pick it up at 
that store when it’s convenient.  

Once an online customer selects mer-
chandise from a local store, they will be 
notified within an hour when the item has 
been located and put on hold at the select-
ed store for pick up. 

Managing Inventory in 
an Omnichannel World 
BY DANIELA FORTE

http://www.multichannelmerchant.com
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Chad McCutchen, 
director of om-
nichannel digi-
tal technology for 
Deckers, says it came 
from a place where 

the company looked at itself as channels 
and has now combined that common 
management and understanding from an 
omnichannel perspective. There are spe-
cific teams and technologies and the com-
pany is investing in buying allocation tools 
for an omnichannel inventory world. 

“One of the things we’ve done ties into 
organizational alignment, we are starting 
to look at enterprise inventory; we’re also 
investing in technology that is going to 
help us get better at buying and allocating 
inventory,” says McCutchen. 

Other retailers look for one source for 

all ecommerce, with their distribution 
centers sending their entire inventory into 
one database so that they know how much 
inventory they have for every item and 
what channel it is in. 

Consumers today expect retailers 
to provide real-time inventory visibility 
across channels without actually knowing 
that is what they want. Inventory visibility 
has gone beyond “nice to have” to a “must 
have” for any retailer selling online. 

Providing inventory visibility is a defi-
nite must for retailers today, especially for 
those selling online. Gone are the days of 
chasing down a product from each store; 
now consumers expect to find a product 
on a retailer’s ecommerce site instantly 
and have it delivered or arrange for a pick-
up in store. 

Inventory visibility allows a retailer to 
know which items move when and how 
many moves are made in a specific period. 
This helps managers understand ordering 
preferences and requirements. 

For some retailers, achieving real-time 
inventory visibility across channels goes 
back to the website. Coming from ecom-
merce, retailers had to provide products 
in real time. Retailers have invested in in-
tegrations that facilitate communications 
they may not have had two or three years 
ago. 

The first step to gaining inventory vis-
ibility is through warehouse management 
system (WMS) software, integrated with a 
point-of-sale system. This system will also 
improve pick productivity, through-put 
and accuracy. 

Jerry Bellante, direc-
tor of operations at 
Duluth Trading, says 
that while it is not do-
ing ship-from-store, it 
is preparing for that. 
The company is doing 

so by putting in a new WMS. Specifically 
in this WMS is a module called “distribut-
ed order management,” which looks at 
available inventory and chooses the most 
optimal method and ship-from point. 

If a Men’s Warehouse customer can’t find an item in 
his preferred store, he can reserve it in a store up to 
100 miles away.

Within a Staples store, the store teams are trying various layouts with much more omnichannel kiosks in the 
stores eliminating the bulky items to give more room for other stuff.

http://www.multichannelmerchant.com
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Handling Returns 
With so many channels today, how 

does a retailer handle returns? For many, 
the item is returned to the channel from 
which it was purchased. 

Bellante says when returns come in, 
the company analyzes the merchandise 
to determine whether it has been worn or 
washed or what the integrity of the prod-
uct is; the product will then be refurbished 
and given back into good inventory or 
moved to an outlet store. 

“A direct sale that is returned at the 
store is considered an omnichannel return; 
it doesn’t go against the store’s quota or 
goals,” says Bellante. “Right now the stores 
don’t give the consumer their money. The 
store goes online and processes the return; 
it would follow the normal channels.” 

Some retailers are aware of which 
channel the item was purchased from, 
whether it was online or in store, without 
any backflow to an ecommerce distribu-
tion center. Items are often just put on the 
store floor to sell. 

Masud says Staples is armed with a ro-
bust process, in which an item goes back 
to the vendor it belongs to. The consumer 
can return an item in the manner that is 
convenient for them. 

With consumers using so many chan-
nels to purchase their items today, it may be 
hard to determine which channel gets the 
sale. 

At Duluth, the point-of-sale systems 
account for the sale if it is sent an order 
to ship directly to a customer; the sale is a 
direct sale, not a store sale. 

At Deckers, McCutchen says for 
management reporting, it looks at store-
assisted sales for store performance and 
employees. Those sales are included in its 
management reporting for the consoli-
dated financial because of where the sales 
come from. 

“We look at management reporting ho-
listically and I think that is vital to any om-
nichannel success,” says McCutchen. “What 
used to be separate channels is one; that 
type of reporting we’re understanding and 
supporting employees that are doing that.” 

Logistical Challenges with 
Omnichannel 

There will always be challenges, es-
pecially since the way people shop has 
changed so drastically. Today retailers look 
for ways to make the shopper’s journey 
easier than ever before. 

Masud says the logistical challenge at 
Staples has to do with training the employ-

ees about buying online and ship to store. 
Its website is about enhancing the custom-
er experience and making it simpler. 

“We want to make sure the service lev-
el is super convenient for the customer; no 
wait time for customers who purchase on-
line and pick up in store and cross-selling,” 
says Masud. 

For Duluth, Bellante says return inven-

Deckers Brands, which owns the UGG Australia brand, looks at store-assisted sales as part of its inventory 
management reporting. 

Duluth Trading Company sells returned merchandise out of its Belleville, WI outlet store.

http://www.multichannelmerchant.com


5

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: RETURNS

Part of:

tory is a logistical challenge since it is the 
only one that sells its product; it doesn’t 
dump its merchandise to a Marshalls or TJ 
Maxx. Duluth Trading outlet stores is its 
way of disposing returned merchandise.  

“It is our biggest logistical challenge 
with omnichannel,” says Bellante. “The 
other challenge is having multiple distri-
bution centers in the West Coast, central 
and east [and] balancing the inventory 
when it comes in the port of Los Angeles. 

McCutchen says stores weren’t de-
signed as points of distribution. He rec-
ommends figuring out the store as a point 
of distribution, and what you have to do is 

allow to have systems ramp up and ramp 
down. 

Other challenges retailers face is know-
ing when and how often they should send 
orders to stores and other channels. For 
some it has become an optimization prob-
lem. 

As the Channels Grow 
The way people shop today continues 

to rapidly change. Channels in which cus-
tomers are viewing products continue to 
grow and with this growth comes some 
challenges. 

For Staples, Masud says the most dif-

ficult challenges as channels continue to 
grow is inventory management. The com-
pany has to make sure it manages invento-
ry in real time and the customer purchases 
any way they want to. 

For Duluth, it is balancing between 
fulfillment centers. Bellante says the idea 
it that it wants to ship an order complete. 

“We average 3.3 items per order, so it’s 
a challenge to make sure the inventory in 
all locations is balanced so that you take 
advantage of the savings by being in mul-
tiple locations,” says Bellante. “We’re still 
trying to figure it out; it’s an ongoing nev-
er-ended quest.” 

For some retailers it is anticipating the 
unknown, some have done pilot approach-
es and have scaled as they have learned. 
This mitigates some of the pain. Retailers 
look at all this data, driving it down to in-
sight, which is the best way to go forward. 

Store Layout for 
Omnichannel 

As more retailers are figuring out ways 
to adhere to the growing demand of their 
customers in this omnichannel retail in-
dustry, stores too are seeing a change in 
their layouts. 

For example, in all of its stores, Duluth 
has a kiosk or a viewing area where people 
can sit and go online to look at the full in-
ventory of available products rather than 
just what is available in store. 

Some retailers however, are footprint 
dependent. There is dedicated space in the 
backroom to process orders for outbound 
pickup. Retailers carve out space for that. 
The amount of volume to that store de-
pends on how much space it has. 

Staples Executive Vice President of Global Ecommerce Faisal Masud said the logistical challenge at Staples has 
to do with training the employees about buy online and pick-up in store.
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