Speed Is the New Baseline:
Infrastructure Must Evolve
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Consumer expectations are growing
faster than
legacy fulfillment systems can



manage. Supply chains must modernize
to keep pace.

Consumers no longer view fast fulfillment as a premium
experience; it's an expectation. Today, shoppers evaluate when a
product will be fulfilled and what delivery options are available as
core factors in their purchasing decisions, alongside price, quality,
and availability. What began with just a few categories, such as
books and apparel, has expanded into every category, with
consumers expecting expedited delivery from home goods

and groceries to beauty products.

Five years ago, fast delivery and fulfilment were differentiators.

Now it's the reason a buyer does not abandon their cart. Speed

has shifted from a differentiator to the baseline cost of staying in the
game. However, speed alone is not enough. Fast, but inconsistent
service, is inferior to slow and reliable, especially as trust is broken if
a speed expectation is set and missed.

The largest retailers have set the bar for speed, and they are not
done pushing the limits. Today, consumers compare every fulfillment
experience to the fastest delivery experience they’ve had, regardless
of company size. Unfortunately, many supply chains are

still operating on infrastructure designed for a vastly different era -
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meaning retailers are at risk of disappointing consumers and losing
market share and loyalty.

The Real Impact Happens Upstream

Most conversations around fulfillment focus on the visible part of
delivery, the package arriving at the customer’s door. In

reality, delivery performance is determined much earlier in the
process.

Delivery is only as strong as the fulfillment operation behind it. Last-
mile delivery is the most visible, but this is only one piece of a much
larger equation. The work that enables speed is

upstream; tasks like inventory positioning, dock-to-stock

speed, and picking accuracy are critical for final delivery.

But most operators are trying to deliver tomorrow’s speed leveraging
yesterday’s infrastructure. Legacy systems, which make up most of
the fulfillment infrastructure in operation today, were designed for a
slower and more predictable supply chain: bulk shipments to

retail distribution centers, batch processing, and heavy labor
workflows. In today’s fast-changing world, where the

requirements have shifted, the original systems and

foundations that remain in place create growing operational strain
across the supply chain.
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Why Legacy Models are Breaking Down

Rising complexity and expectations are highlighting the limits of
traditional fulfillment.

Labor constraints are a major pressure point. Labor shortages,
increasing wages, and consistent turnover compound operational
strain. In the first quarter of 2026, the U.S. manufacturing sector saw
a 6.1% increase in hourly compensation. Focusing on hiring to solve a
speed problem is not feasible and tends to be an expensive patch to a
larger issue.

In addition, real estate has become a major limiting factor. Industrial
rent in the markets relevant for fulfillment have continued to

climb. Brands need to hold inventory closer to demand to

meet modern customer expectations, but the cost of proximity is
increasing.

Further, in recent years, there has been an explosion of channels.
Rather than just retail or a

company website, servicing channels like TikTok Shop, Amazon,
Walmart Marketplace, dropship programs, and B2B portals have
become commonplace. Customers expect a seamless experience
across all of them. Most companies originally built their
fulfillment strategy around one or two


https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/prod2.pdf

| 5

channels and bolted additional channels onto infrastructure that was
not designed to support it.

Rising operational costs and consumer expectations are making
modernization difficult to avoid. And, with global fulfillment

and logistics costs increasing by over 20% in the last three years,
companies are no longer asking whether it is necessary, but how
quickly they can implement it without disrupting the business.

For decades, automation and modern technology were available only
to companies large enough to fund the investment themselves. Now,
mid-market companies can access the capabilities that used to

be largely limited to enterprise-scale organizations. Modular
automation systems, cloud-based platforms, and infrastructure-as-a-
service models are lowering the barrier to entry for mid-market
companies, and brands that previously lacked access can now
compete on speed, consistency, and accuracy.

Automation as Strategic Infrastructure

The biggest role automation and technology play is driving higher
service levels and consistency. Manual operations are inherently
variable, with accuracy varying by shift, worker, season, or labor
market. Automated systems, including robotics, do not

make errors that humans might, and they are
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reliable. This consistency enables all downstream activities, like retail
compliance, customer experience, and predictable cost-to-serve.

Speed and throughput are the second piece. Automated systems can
pick faster, more accurately, and at a higher density than manual
operations. They also do not slow down as volume scales, enabling
companies to absorb volume spikes without breaking service

levels. This predictability and consistency help

meet customer expectations and deliver as promised.

While hardware systems like robots receive most

of the attention, software is just as critical. A modern data

platform that sits on top of hardware can provide real-time visibility,
predictive intelligence, and artificial intelligence (Al)-driven decision-
making across the network. Robotics without solid

software creates fast errors. Software

without solid hardware simply provides good visibility

into inefficient operations. A combination of both is necessary for
success.

Technology and automation can also make operations channel-
agnostic. The same automation, software, and inventory pool can
serve across retail, direct-to-consumer, marketplace, and dropship
without requiring dedicated infrastructure for each. This flexibility
allows companies to scale inventory and fulfillment capacity as
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demand changes rather than operating in siloes.

Automation provides opportunities to upskill workers and remove
repetitive, physically demanding tasks. Human operators are able

to instead focus on tasks related to judgment, problem-solving, and
customer relationships. The goal is stronger, more resilient operations
supported by higher-value work.

Where to Begin

Transformation does not require a complete operational overhaul.
Start with the channel or operation that’s causing the most

pain — the most chargebacks, customer complaints, or strain on the
team — not the largest one.

Finding partners that have made the investments in automation,
modern technology, and operating models can lower the barrier to
entry significantly. Instead of funding the build, businesses may look
to access infrastructure that is already built.

Additionally, businesses should focus on the modular automation that
delivers the greatest value. Rather than treating automation as an all-
or-nothing investment, modular systems allow companies to
add targeted capabilities into existing operations without building new
facilities or starting from scratch. They enable companies to



prioritize the highest-impact parts of the operation first, whether that
is throughput, pick accuracy, or storage density, without a full
overhaul.

Meeting The Next Era of Fulfillment

The baseline keeps moving; wherever the bar is today, it will be
reset again tomorrow. Operators must treat speed as an ongoing
effort, not a one-off task. Without the right infrastructure in

place, speed quickly becomes expensive, driven

by expedited shipping, higher labor costs, or excess inventory in too
many places.

The companies that succeed will be the

ones focused on fulfillment infrastructure capable of adapting as
customer expectations continue to evolve. Speed is no longer the
differentiator; it is the price of admission. Competitive advantage
comes from delivering speed alongside consistency and flexibility,
meeting the baseline as it continues to rise.
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