
Ship-from-Store: 
The Return of Brick and Mortar



With so many stores closing down these days, 
 businesses have to address an important question:
What’s the most flexible and customer-friendly way 
to organize fulfillment – in keeping with modern 
requirements? Also, is there a better way to use 
stores and ensure they remain cost-efficient? 

Well if there’s one thing we do know, relying solely on dispatch warehouses for 
eCommerce fulfillment is no longer in tune with the latest business thinking. 
 Integrating brick-and-mortar stores into your eCommerce logistics network not 
only keeps things flexible for retailers, it’s also a useful way to manage fluctua-
tions in demand and optimize store profitability. Many stores are still located in 
attractive locations, so staying close to customers will make it easier to shorten 
delivery times to a minimum and offer broader ranges. 
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One particular trend that has risen to the surface in 
recent months is that many retailers were simply 
unprepared for the surprises this whole situation 
sprang on them. Closing stores to make it through 
the crisis often exposed the inflexibility of eCom-
merce fulfilled through warehouses. Established 
omnichannel retailers had a secret weapon up their 
sleeves – a network of stores – but very few retail-
ers seized the opportunity to use this channel, and 
some saw such networks as a hindrance.
Stores brimming with stock, in ideal downtown  
 locations – but sadly, not really being put to use. 
They became a financial burden. And then there’s 
the domino effect: Existing shipment warehouses 
were no longer able to satisfy escalating demand 
and meet delivery deadlines. Bottom line, compa-
nies held less ranges, suffered out-of-stocks, took 
an eternity to deliver products ... and really aggra-
vated customers.

It’s not as if brick-and-mortar stores didn’t already 
have things to worry about, even without the slew 
of challenges posed by COVID-19. And things aren’t 
getting easier.

 Profitability is worsening as online competition 
 intensifies and in many areas, rental prices are 
 rising and stores are announcing closing-down 
sales. Many retailers are looking for ways to solve 
this problem, or at least they’re investing a lot of 
time in trying to downsize their networks of stores 
and find better ways for outlets to add value. 
After all, used cleverly, offline shopping offers 
important strategic advantages compared to pure 
eCommerce approaches. It’s not without reason 
that more and more online-only retailers are also 
introducing omnichannel structures.

Their aim is to inject new functional options into 
stores to compensate for the drop in requirement 
for selling space or areas used to advise custom-
ers. Like ship-from-store models, click & collect (or 
buy online, pick-up in store; BOPIS) and the endless 
aisle model offer retailers lucrative ways to create 
synergies in their store networks. In other words, 
they are a good way to link brick-and-mortar stores 
with eCommerce. The question is: how? 

There’s More in Store for Stores
The share of sales going through online stores has been rising steadily for years –  
in all corners of the globe. More and more people consider online stores the shopping 
channel of choice. In parallel, more and more retailers are turning the spotlight on online 
selling. The COVID-19 pandemic – and the scores of stores that were temporarily forced 
to close their doors – have only exacerbated this trend and as a result, the adoption rate 
of online channels has gathered momentum.

Ship-from-Store: The Return of Brick and Mortar 3



Ship-from-store models are a useful way to link chains 
of stores to the eCommerce business of a company. 
Outlets become something along the lines of a 
downsized dispatch warehouse. Store staff pick and 
pack orders and ship them off directly to customers. 
For customers, this not only offers quick shipments, 
they also have more items to choose from.

The process kicks off with customers submitting 
orders online. Once the order has been received, an 
automatic process clicks in to check warehouses 
and stores for stock. Systems can be programmed to 
follow smart routing protocols to forward customer 
orders to the best location. This method of order 
distribution forms the basis of optimal omnichannel 
fulfillment, and it involves understanding and optimi-
zing a large number of factors. To do this, companies 
use a so-called distributed order management system 
(DOMS). With the average network of stores spanning 
30 outlets, a DOMS will typically process roughly 
900,000 calculations per day to work out the best 
locations to forward orders to.
 

Once an order has been allocated to a store, staff 
working in the outlet see the open order pop up on 
their end devices. To set the ball rolling, the order also 
includes picking instructions for items. Staff then pick 
and pack the orders and prepare them for shipping. 
To make it even easier to send items to customers, 
stores are automatically provided with shipping labels, 
so all staff have to do next is hand the goods over to a 
delivery company. In the best-case scenario, products 
can go from receipt of order to customer handover 
within a couple of hours.

Increasingly, instead of shipping products to cus-
tomers in packages, another alternative is used: 
Customers are invited to pick up their products at the 
store. This model – click & collect – also needs to be 
underpinned by the right IT infrastructure. It’s import-
ant that prepared orders can be matched to the right 
customers and marked accordingly as “handed over” 
in the system. 

The Ship-from-store Principle
Ship-from-store models do what they say on the packaging: They link retail chains to 
the eCommerce processes of a company. Outlets become something along the lines of 
a downsized dispatch warehouse. Store staff pick and pack orders and ship them off 
directly to customers. For customers, this not only offers quick deliveries, they also have 
more items to choose from.
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The Benefits of Integrating Stores 
into Fulfillmet Channels

Enhance flexibility and prepare for scaling up
COVID-19 and all of the other challenges it has 
presented highlight how much eCommerce 
based solely on shipment warehouses struggles 
to cope with unforeseen peaks in demand. When 
online sales go up, this places pressure on ware-
houses – while people working in stores find they 
have less and less to keep themselves occupied. 
In some cases stores may even be forced to 
close. By linking up stores and expanding the 
number of sites in the eCommerce logistics net-
work that fulfill orders, companies can achieve 
the required levels of flexibility when processing 
orders. As a result, it’s no real extra effort for 
them to scale up their eCommerce business. 
In-store fulfillment empowers retailers to grow 
flexibly through their existing brick-and-mortar in-
frastructure and put important resources to good 
use by matching demand with capacity.

Shorten delivery times
One of the main benefits of using stores to deliver 
products is that it shortens the distance you 
need to cover to reach the customer. By carefully 
allocating orders through a DOMS, products can 
be sent to the store nearest to the buyer, which not 
only shortens delivery times but also delights the 
customer. According to studies, 46 percent of all 
customers quit online ordering processes early be-
cause it would take too long to deliver the product 
(McKinsey). Most stores can be found in conve-
nient shopping areas in downtown locations and 
this can be leveraged to offer same- or next-day 
deliveries. Another study conducted by McKinsey 
in 2020 found that a company with 30 strategically 
positioned stores in Germany provides sufficient 
coverage to deliver to just under 50 percent of the 
population on the same day. Compare this to the 
100 top online stores in Germany: only two offer 
same-day delivery (parcelLab). 
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A broader selection of products
Linking stores and integrating them into the 
fulfillment network makes it possible to put 
 products otherwise only available through 
brick-and-mortar stores into online channels. 
This gives retailers the option of expanding their 
online offering – without major effort – and 
ultimately this is an opportunity to fulfill bigger 
online orders and raise turnover.

Optimize stocks held in stores
A distributed order management system can be 
used to forward orders to stores after checking 
stock levels. For example, the system might select 
a store with too many of an ordered item in stock; 
integrating the store into eCommerce processes is 
thus an opportunity to reduce inventories. It is also 
a good way to avoid margin seeping out of product 
lines, which is inevitable if stores have to slash 
prices to clear out stock. It can be helpful to apply 
this logic to planned deliveries of new product lines, 
especially for collections sold by fashion retailers. 

Make good use of resources in store
Many areas of retail have to cope with peaks 
and troughs in demand, which can be caused by 
a number of factors – the day of the week, the 
weather, or seasonal factors. Store location also 
plays an important role, just as it ever has. Ship-
from-store fulfillment can be particularly advan-
tageous in optimizing capacities when things are 
going slow. Modern in-store fulfillment solutions 
make it possible to compare the capacity levels 
of stores linked to the network and work out 
the ideal allocation of customer orders. Stores 
can also be allowed to update capacity levels 
themselves to ensure the DOMS takes changes 
into account when coordinating daily schedules. 
For example, some fixed costs such as rent and 
salaries can be put to better use in order to make 
individual outlets more profitable.

Cut last-mile emissions and customs costs
Ensuring every delivery is processed by the nearest 
store to the customer allows you to reduce the 
distance traveled by orders compared to traditional 
warehouse shipping. In some areas, it may even be 
possible to cut costs by having products delivered 
across nearby borders to other countries. There is 
also the possibility to link up local delivery compa-
nies, who may be in a better position to take care 
of the last mile and cut emissions – for example by 
using bicycle couriers. 

For multinationals, who may sell their products 
online and offline in different countries, but operate 
a relatively small number of shipping warehouses, 
linking up stores can offer huge benefits. Online 
orders can now be processed by stores in the 
countries where customers placed their orders –   
a much better option than paying duties on inter-
national shipments.  

Ship-from-Store: The Return of Brick and Mortar 6



The Cornerstones of a  
Ship-from-store System
The processes behind ship-from-store fulfillment models may seem fairly straightfor-
ward, but getting such a system to work – in other words optimizing process chains 
and laying the right foundations – is not to be underestimated. The key to success lies 
in setting up the right system environment for IT processes. You need a system that not 
only helps workers get the job done, but also provides a basis for efficient in-store fulfill-
ment – and leverages the store network to the benefit of the retailer. The fulfillmenttools 
system provides customers with an end-to-end, cloud-based platform for ship-from-
store fulfillment, offering the following functionality:

Order routing
To ensure the ship-from-store solution really adds value, the first priority must be that 
eCommerce orders are forwarded to the right location. The more stores and orders 
that are involved in processes, the more complex these become. To succeed with this 
elementary challenge, it takes a highly complex solution capable of processing hundreds 
of thousands of calculations per day and identifying the ideal fulfillment location. This is 
where the distributed order management system (DOMS) comes in, pooling all incoming 
eCommerce orders from customers through a variety of ordering channels (e.g. apps 
or web shops). The DOMS then refers to operating parameters set up by the retailer and 
works out the best locations for picking and packing orders. The automatic permutations 
run through by the DOMS include parameters such as distance to customer, store inven-
tories, and capacity levels in individual stores. If none of the stores or small warehouses 
are able to fulfill an order, the DOMS is authorized to break the order down (order-splitting): 
certain items in the order are allocated to different locations and customers receive more 
than one delivery. Although it’s actually better to avoid splitting orders because of last-mile 
costs, under certain circumstances it may be better to allow for this possibility, and it’s 
especially an option if you want to guarantee order fulfillment for high-price items.

Keeping tabs on stocks in stores
To ensure logistics paths make sense, the DOMS has to be up to speed with current inven-
tories in each individual store in the network at any given time. The DOMS used by the ful-
fillmenttools platform can be linked to both shop systems and any other existing inventory 
systems, so that information can be gathered in real time.
The design of the platform is based on API-first principles to ensure all interactions can be 
carried out smoothly. 

We enable you
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Delegating tasks – dynamically
Omnichannel ecosystems bring together a whole host of offline and online fulfillment 
channels – which makes things all the more challenging for systems and processes.   
As a result, it’s important that staff working in stores are given enough leeway to override 
ordering processes manually in store so they can take care of entire orders themselves 
if necessary – also to ensure deliveries are made punctually. As a result, fulfillmenttools 
allows for the option of re-routing the delivery paths of orders and sending them to other 
outlets, perhaps because certain items are out of stock, or a store is simply too busy to 
take care of an order itself.
The system also allows staff to manually edit inventory data at the store level if there’s   
a discrepancy between information in the system and actual stock levels. If they need to, 
staff can also add stock buffers and put stocked items aside for local customers. 

In-Store fulfillment solutions
One of the best ways to improve the throughput of in-store fulfillment processes and 
avoid errors is to provide store workers with the ideal tool – a picking app. To optimize 
our picking app, we tapped into years of experience in in-store, dark-store, and warehouse 
 fulfillment at REWE. This experience comes from operating delivery and pick-up services, 
and we have also drawn on the many insights we have gathered into essential product 
features and user-friendly design.
By working out smart picking routes and offering intuitive controls, not only does the app 
save time, it also ensures orders are ready to be shipped more quickly. In addition, it offers 
an integrated scanning function with images of all products to reduce the likelihood of 
mis-picking orders. As soon as an order has been pulled together, its status in the app is 
updated to ready to ship. If required, extra steps can be inserted into processes to allow 
pickers to be guided through the individual steps of order picking. The final stage of the 
ship-from-store process is to hand over parcels to a delivery company and send orders off 
on the last mile of their journey. This is also a seamless process with the fulfillmenttools 
application, which has been designed to make the final stage of fulfillment as efficient and 
user-friendly as possible. Select the printing option and the app produces a shipping label, 
acquired from the selected delivery company. Labels can simply be printed by clicking on 
a button in the app on a mobile device before sticking onto the packaging. All notifications 
relating to orders are taken care of in the background, allowing store workers to focus on 
key tasks and use their time efficiently.

Monitoring
Anybody who has been in charge of operations will tell you it’s essential to have some sort 
of coordination function to oversee all information on the status of individual processes 
and performance – down to the store level, but also aggregated. The fulfillmenttools 
platform provides such information through its integrated backoffice. Store workers and 
managers can use this function to check or edit individual orders, including details such as 
the inventory held at different stores. Not only can they track the real-time status of individ-
ual orders, they can also monitor store performance, and if necessary estimate if there will 
be bottlenecks so they can make adjustments.
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fulfillmenttools – we enable you
fulfillmenttools stands for state-of-the-art module-based cloud solutions that enable next-level eCom-
merce fulfillment. As an experienced team of experts, we have the tech knowledge and understanding 
of retail business to create intuitive, high-performance software for retailers – based on novel and 
unique methods.

As specialists in retailing ourselves, we also know the ins and outs of business – of our customers 
and their customers – and we relish every opportunity to help meet everyone’s requirements. We have 
already successfully launched a smart fulfillment platform for the delivery and pick-up service run by 
REWE and our solution excels in serving more than 1,000 sites every day. We now want to offer this 
key competitive advantage to third parties. We love what we do. And we thoroughly enjoy working with 
hand-picked, best-of-breed partners – who have joined us on this journey with the same energy and eye 
for perfection. Our experience and innovative approach are turning us into a pioneer in omnichannel 
fulfillment SAAS for retail.

Interested in finding out more? Feel free to get in touch today. We look forward to accompanying you 
on the journey in introducing straightforward, scalable fulfillment!

Lisa Paulus
Senior Sales Manager & Business Development 

T +49 151 55189655 
E lisa.paulus@fulfillmenttools.com
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