
By Richard Goone

There is a huge amount of information out
there telling warehouse managers how to improve
their operations. Cutting through that informa-
tion to find what you really need isn’t always easy. 

But while the industry is filled with systems
that promise improvements and gains, you could
be overlooking the most effective way to make
improvements — talking to your staff. By getting
your own people to help with improvements,
you’ll find it easier to make those changes.

Get staff input
Seek input from your staff as to how to improve

their job functions. Ask them how they might be
more productive. Many front-line managers miss
out on this great opportunity for feedback. I have
seen improvements in my own operation because
an employee made a good suggestion.

By creating an environment of collaboration
between management and associates, you will not
only improve productivity, you will get buy-in.
The people who do the work are usually the first
to complain, but the last to be asked for their opin-
ions on how to make it better.

A good manager finds out this information
and creates an environment of inclusion. 

Many times, you’ll find your employees are
performing duties the way they were passed

down from manager to supervisor — without
much focus on why they’re doing things a certain
way. People may perform a labor-intensive and
mundane task and say, “That’s the way we’ve
always done it,” all the while knowing there could
be a better way. Don’t let this happen in your
operation. 

It is also important to watch employees and be
sure they are performing the tasks as expected.
People will sometimes try to change procedures to
makes their jobs easier, but that may not always be
in the best interest of
the company as a
whole. For instance, a
worker might have to
perform a scan or
push a button in the
correct sequence to
maintain accuracy. An out-of-order sequence of
actions could cause unnecessary adjustments to
inventory or more work to correct. 

Finally, focus on continuous improvement and
seek input from employees if a process has stayed
the same way for a long time. You may be sur-
prised by what you hear when asking an employee
what they think about a certain job. I involved my
order pickers in setting up pick-to-light displays
to help them become easier to read. They appre-
ciated the involvement and, in return, felt more a
part of the change.
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Listen to employees’ advice
Once you’ve gotten the opinion of your staff,

you may find a lot of room for improvement in
your operations. For example, automating mun-
dane tasks is a great way to improve overall pro-
ductivity throughout your operation and allow
employees to be assigned to more important
activities. It displays a willingness to change oper-
ations so the activity can be done faster, with a
higher degree of accuracy, and so you can achieve
a more carefully planned outcome. 

Sometimes you get the biggest bang for your
buck by automating the mundane tasks and allow-
ing employees to become involved with the func-
tions that seem more important. Experience will
teach you that helping an employee feel more a

part of the mission-critical duties creates a win-
win situation for everyone. Doing this also con-
tinues to build critical relationships for achieving
overall success in your operation. 

Simple changes can make a big difference if
you take the time to look closely at your own
operation. The payback can be immense if you
are critical of your own procedures and willing
to involve workers in the ideas for improve-
ments. The payback is not only greater efficien-
cy, productivity, and accuracy, but also a boost in
employee morale.
Richard Goone is distribution center supervisor for Week-
enders USA and a member of the Distribution Center
Management advisory board. Contact him at 847-478-
0077, rickg@us.weekenders.com.
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