Warehouse/DC Management

2025 Automation Survey:
Diving deep into warehouse
automation trends

Our annual Peerless Research Group study explores how technology and
automation are reshaping the future of warehouse and DC operations.

BY BRIDGET McCREA, CONTRIBUTING EDITOR

Respondent demographics
How many employees are at your facility? Which best estimates your company's

Less than 100 52% 2024 annual revenues?
€ss than o —— ¢

Less than $10 million 29% —

100 to 499 31% — $10 to $49.9 million 14% —=

$50 to $99.9 million 7% —

$100 to $249.9 million 10% —

50010999 5% — $250 to $499.9 million 3% —=
1.000t02,499 2% — $500 to $999.9 milion 9% —=
2500t04,999 3% o $1 to $4.9 billion 7% —
5,0001t09,999 1% — $5 billion or more 7% —=

o &
10,000 or more 5% Cannot disclose 14% —=

Unsure/Do not know 1% ——

Average number of employees Average revenues
748 1,032 862 $704M $856M $765M
2023 2024 2025 2023 2024 2025

Source: Peerless Research Group (PRG)
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ou'd be hard pressed to find

a warehouse or DC right now

that hasn't deployed technology

and automation in some form
or fashion. Sure, some facilities may be
way ahead of the pack when it comes to
automation while others are still just be-
ginning to dip a toe in those waters, but
the overall trend is clear: Technology and
automation are becoming increasingly
commonplace in today’s warehouse and
distribution center operations.

Credit the persistent warehouse labor
constraints, booming e-commerce mar-
ketplace and ever-changing customer
demands (particularly around faster and
faster delivery times) with creating the
perfect conditions for more technology,
automation, robotics, artificial intelli-
gence (Al) and other innovations.

No longer able to simply “throw more
people at the problem” during peak
seasons, for example, companies are
constantly looking for modern answers to
the age-old problem of how to get goods
in the door, stored, picked, packed and
back out the door as fast as possible.

To learn more about how warehouse
and DC operations are investing in and
using automation, Peerless Research
Group (PRG) recently conducted the
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How important are each of the following when evaluating
automation systems and solutions for possible purchase?
% rated very important

0,
Durability/Reliability/Uptime 92%

Support/Service response time I 81%
Total cost of ownership/ROIl/Maintenance costs _ 82%
Parts availability/Risk of obsolescence _ 74%
Warranty program _55%

59%

Puehaseprice a1y

. . - 21%
Green/Environmentally friendly/Energy efficient

Source: Peerless Research Group (PRG)
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“2025 Automation Solutions Study.” The
annual survey touched on the key factors
and features that companies consider
when evaluating automation systems and
solutions; the extent to which specific

warehouse processes are automated; and

areas that companies want to improve
over the next two years.

The survey also asked respondents to
share details about their current order
fulfillment activities and improvement

plans. Other points covered included

To what extent is each process automated?

Reporting 5% 4%  14% 24% 2%
Labeling [10% 0 81% 26% 26% 7%
Conveyance | 9% [ 84% 20% 24%  13%
Packaging 6%_ 23% 33% 4%
Storage 5%| | 25% 29% 39% 2%
Replenishment 4%_ 19% 36% 8%
Picking 4% 81% 30% 33% 2%
Retrieval 2% 120% 20% 36% 13%
Fully | Partially Now manual Mostly or Not
automated automated but will be fully manual applicable
automating with no plans

to automate

Source: Peerless Research Group (PRG)
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estimated spend on materials handling
equipment and solutions in 2025, and
respondents’ go-to sources for order ful-

fillment solutions and replacement parts.

The evolving warehouse landscape
The “2025 Automation Solutions Study”
was administered over e-mail, and 139
individuals who are personally involved in
materials handling solutions participated
in the survey. Respondents represent a
variety of manufacturing industries includ-
ing food, beverage and tobacco (14%);
industrial machinery (10%); computers
and electronics (9%); and chemicals and
pharmaceuticals (8%).

Thirty-five percent of respondents
work in warehouses or DCs; 25% in man-
ufacturing; 19% at their companies’ corpo-
rate headquarters; and 17% in warehouses
that support manufacturing operations.
Most (30%) work in facilities that span
more than 250,000 square feet of ware-
house/DC space and 28% are in facili-
ties that are smaller than 50,000 square
feet. The average facility size across all
respondents was 137,054 square feet.

In terms of facility size, 52% of respon-
dents work in operations with fewer than
100 employees, 31% say they have 100
to 499 associates, and 5% work in ware-
houses that employ between 500 and 999
people. Annual revenues for these opera-
tions range from less than $10 million
(29%) to $5 billion+ (7%). The average
revenue size for this year's companies was
$765 million versus $856 million in 2023.

The automation revolution

When evaluating automation systems and
solutions, 93% of respondents consider
durability, reliability and uptime “very
important” to the selection process. Sup-
port and service response time also mat-
ter (83%), as does total cost of ownership,
return on investment, maintenance costs,

warranty programs and purchase price.
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How much do you estimate your company
will have spent on all materials handling
equipment and solutions in 2025?

Less than $100,000 to
$100,000 $499,999
27% 20%
Average ‘

2023

$500,000t0 $1Mto $2.5M to

$5M
$999,999 $2.49M $4.99M or more
21% 10% 5% 17%

2024 2025

How will this compare with the amount

your company has spent?

. Will
Increase

This year, 56% of companies factor inte-
gration and compatibility with existing
equipment into their buying decisions
compared to 64% last year.

Companies planning to evaluate and/
or purchase materials handling automa-
tion over the next two years are making
these investments for a few key reasons.
Most want to fill orders faster and meet
customer service level agreements and
expectations, while others have set their
sights on increasing e-commerce order-
related piece picking and packing. Labor
constraints continue to plague the sector,

which also wants to test out new go-to-
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Will
decrease too tell

Stay Too soon

the same

Source: Peerless Research Group (PRG)

market strategies and stay out in front of
its competition.

Automation continues to make its way
into fulfillment operations. According to
the survey, 15% of companies have fully
automated the reporting function (com-
pared to 19% last year), 10% say labeling
is fully automated (versus 17%), and 9%
say conveyance is fully automated (down
from 26%). In addition, 6% say packag-
ing is fully automated, 5% have fully
automated storage and 4% have done so
with their picking operations.

Most companies’ (39%) storage

functions remain fully or primarily

manual (with no plans to automate
these operations in the future) and many
respondents also rely on mostly manual
replenishment and retrieval processes.
An equal number of respondents (33%)
say their packaging and picking processes
are manual, but others say those opera-
tions are either partially automated or
ready to be automated in the future.
Asked about their future automation
purchasing goals, 10% of respondents
plan to tweak their warehouse and
distribution center solution plans (com-
pared to 16% last year), while 71% will
stick to the script. Of the former group,
35% say they'll make changes within the
next three months while 31% will do so

within the next three to six months.

Materials handling

investment plans

For 2025, 36% of companies will increase
their spending on materials handling
equipment and solutions, 44% will main-
tain the same budgets they used in 2024,
and 12% plan to spend less on this area of
their business.

Companies expect to spend an aver-
age of $1.5 million on their materials
handling equipment and solutions in
2025, down from $1.7 million last year.
About 27% of respondents peg their
2025 spend at less than $100,000; 21%
say the number will land somewhere
between $500,000 and $999,999; and
20% are budgeting anywhere from
$100,000 to $499,999.

Improving & modernizing
operations

Companies are managing various activities
in their fulfillment operations, including
warehousing and storage; individual pick,
pack and ship wholesale distribution ful-
fillment; case and mixed case fulfillment;
and mixed pallet load fulfillment. Also,

64% manage order customization, repack-
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ing and value-added services, and 60%
use individual pick, pack and ship e-com-
merce fulfillment.

The majority of survey respondents
(64%) use racks and shelving in their
facilities (up from 70% last year) while
83% use lift trucks (compared to 74%
last year) and 75% use dock equipment.
Looking ahead to the next two years,
42% of companies plan to upgrade or
implement hoists, cranes and mono-
rails; 31% plan to use palletizers, pal-
lets/totes, bins and containers; and 26%
want to implement new or upgrade
existing dock equipment.

Over the next two years, compa-
nies want to improve various aspects
of their warehouse and DC opera-
tions. For example, 67% want better
warehouse capacity utilization, 58%
are looking to improve
order accuracy (up from
52% last year), and 49%
hope to improve packaging
operations. About 44% are
looking to improve labor
reduction (down from 57%
last year) and the same
percentage have set their
sights on achieving better
order fill rates this year.

Automation can help
companies achieve their
improvement goals, and there
appears to be plenty of room
for more of it in the typical
warehouse or DC right now.
To manage their order ful-
fillment operations, 52% of
companies are still mostly or
all manual (up from 43% last
year), while 42% use a mix
of automated and manual
processes. And 4% say these
processes are “highly auto-
mated,” down from 10% for
the 2024 survey.

Warehouse

capacity Uzt on 6%

Order accuracy
Packaging

Throughput

Picking efficiency
(lines picked/hour)

Order cycle time
Labor reduction

Order fill rate

Automating key processes
Currently, 60% of companies are using

conveyor and sortation systems and 40%
plan to upgrade or implement these sys-
tems within the next two years. Fifty-
six percent use weighing, cubing and
dimensioning equipment; and 44% plan
to adopt these solutions at some point
in the next 24 months. Other types of
automated equipment that companies
are using and/or planning to use include

goods-to-person picking solutions, auto-

During the next 2 years, what areas
are you looking to improve in your
warehouse/DC operations?

60%
66%

60%
42%

58%
57%

49%
41%

Source: Peerless Research Group (PRG)
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mated storage and retrieval systems, car-
ousels and vertical lifts.
Forty-one percent of respondents
are currently using shuttle systems and/
or mobile robotic storage and retrieval
systems, and 59% plan to upgrade or
implement this equipment in the next
two years. The robotics now in use in
the fulfillment setting include palletizing
robots (33%), pocket sortation robots
(32%), automatic guided vehicles (31%),
automated packaging solutions (31%),
A-frame picking technolo-
gies (26%) and mobile col-
laborative robotics (26%).

The role of data,
analytics & software
Data is important in any
business setting, and ware-
housing is no exception.
According to the survey, 77%
of companies are now using
mobile/wireless technologies
for data collection—up from
58% last year. Seventy-six

percent use bar code scan-

2023 ners (versus 66% last year),
2024 and 46% are currently using
2025

pick- or put-to-light picking
technologies.  Meanwhile,
45% of respondents say
theyre using RFID (down
from 57% last year), 21%
rely on voice-directed pick-
ing technologies (down from
37% last year), and 18%
are using heads-up display/

vision technologies.
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What automated equipment is presently in use in your organization
and which will you be upgrading or implementing during the next 24 months?

In use

Conveyor and sortation systems | 49%

Delgnng ona 58%
and dimensioning equipment

Goods-to-person picking [ TTTT48%

solutions (donor totes are

- AT%
delivered to a workstation) 5%

Automated storage
including, mini-loads, AS/RS,
carousels and vertical lifts

Shuttle systems and/or mobile [ TTT87% |

robotic storage and retrieval

. 38%
systems, such as OPEX L M%

Robotics, palletizing | 30%
- 38%
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Robotics, picking

Automatic guided vehicles (AGVs)

Automated packaging solutions

A-frame picking technologies

Robotics, mobile
collaborative robotics

Software also continues to be an
important business tool for fulfillment
operations, with 63% of companies using
warehouse management systems, 62%
relying on transportation management
systems, 50% using warehouse control
systems and 41% relying on labor manage-
ment systems. Other popular applications

include slotting software, warechouse
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2023
2024
2025

execution systems, parcel rating systems
and yard management systems.

The survey found that most respon-
dents (59%) want to upgrade or implement
network design and optimization software
in the next two years (up from 47% last
year), while 39% plan to upgrade or imple-
ment supply chain planning software,
and 36% want to start using distributed

Weighing, cubing
and dimensioning equipment

Conveyor and sortation systems

Goods-to-person picking
solutions (donor totes are
delivered to a workstation)
Shuttle systems and/or mobile
robotic storage and retrieval
systems, such as OPEX
Automated storage

including, mini-loads, AS/RS,
carousels and vertical lifts

Pocket sortation

Automatic guided vehicles (AGVs)

Automated packaging solutions

Robotics, palletizing

Robotics, picking

A-frame picking technologies

Robotics, mobile
collaborative robotics
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Source: Peerless Research Group (PRG)

order management applications. Other
applications that are either already in
use or on companies’ shopping lists are
order management systems, enterprise
resource planning solutions and customer

relationship management software. ®

—Bridget McCrea is a contributing editor
for Supply Chain Management Review
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