Picking accuracy is one of those warehouse metrics that sounds abstract until you live with its consequences. A
single wrong item can ripple through receiving, returns, customer support, and sometimes even inventory counts
that take days to reconcile. I've watched a “small” pick error rate slowly erode trust in the entire fulfillment

operation, because every mistake forces people to spend time on cleanup instead of picking.

Smart processes do not mean magic scanners or fancy dashboards. Most of the gains come from boring, practical
decisions: how you design the work, how you control exceptions, how you prevent misalignment between what

the system thinks is true and what's on the floor.

Below are the processes I've seen work best, including the edge cases that usually break them.

Start with the real definition of “accurate”

Before changing anything, make sure you are measuring the right thing. Many operations track “pick accuracy” as
“% of order lines correct at ship time.” That's useful, but it hides where errors originate. A wrong pick can be
caused by a mislabeled location, an item stored in the wrong place, a picker fatigued by repeated walking, or an

exception flow that adds steps without proper controls.

When you break accuracy down into categories, patterns become obvious. You can do this without fancy software.
For a couple of weeks, spot-check error records from claims, pack exceptions, and WMS discrepancy logs. Even a

simple classification helps:

* wrong SKU in correct quantity

e correct SKU but wrong quantity

® correct SKU in wrong package or wrong order

e picker made no pick (usually a packing discrepancy)

® inventory record mismatch (the item is in the location, but the system says something else)

The goal is not to create bureaucracy. The goal is to separate “people problem” from “system problem.” Smart

process improvements land differently depending on the root cause.

Fix the foundation: location and item integrity

If the shelf is unreliable, every downstream control becomes a weak substitute. Warehouse picking accuracy

improves dramatically when location discipline is real, not aspirational.
Location integrity has two parts: physical labeling and system labeling.

Physical labeling sounds simple, but it's where warehouses quietly lose accuracy. Labels peel, get covered by
pallets, and sometimes get reprinted with inconsistent fonts or sizes. The problem isn’t that labels exist or don't

exist. The problem is that they remain consistently readable at the moment a person needs them.

System labeling can also drift. A common scenario looks like this: someone replenishes from a cart, scanning
mistakes the destination location, and the system updates immediately. The next picker arrives, scans the location,
sees what the system says, and picks confidently. The picker is doing exactly what they are instructed to do. The

process fails earlier.

A practical approach is cycle counting with targeting. You don't have to count everything all the time. You can

prioritize locations that correlate with picking errors, such as high-velocity fast movers, locations used for



exceptions, and end-of-aisle overflow areas. If you see mispicks repeatedly from a specific cluster of slots, that's a

signal to investigate both labeling and the putaway process.

One warehouse | worked with had a 3% pick error rate, and after a month of analysis they discovered that one
aisle had consistent inventory mismatches. The root cause was a replenishment queue that sometimes skipped a

“confirm destination” step when the system was slow. Nobody blamed the system, but the data told the story.

Informative post

Design the path so people can stay accurate longer
Picking errors are not only cognitive errors. They're also physical and timing errors.

When picking routes are inefficient, pickers rush, skip a scan, or rely on habit rather than verification. Accuracy and

speed often move together for the right reasons, but they diverge when the job design forces trade-offs.
Smart process design considers:

e distance between pick locations and the order of tasks
® accessibility of items, especially when multiple SKUs share the same face location
* the batch size and pick density, meaning how many order lines a picker handles in one run

* whether the picker must repeatedly switch between “find location” mode and “confirm pick” mode

If you're using wave picking or batch picking, check how the method affects errors. Some teams excel at high
throughput but struggle with batch confusion. Others do better with smaller batches but at the cost of higher
labor. The best approach is usually hybrid: use batch picking for stable, low-complexity zones, and tighten controls

for high-variability zones.

A subtle point: the environment matters. If picking stations are cluttered with partially staged carts, it increases the
chance of pulling the right item for the wrong order container. Even well trained pickers can confuse items when

the visual cues are messy.

Make scanning meaningful, not performative

Most warehouses have scanners and they scan “everything.” Yet mispicks still happen, which usually means

scanning is being treated as a formality rather than a meaningful control.

Scanning should confirm two things: the operator’s intent and the system'’s expected result. The more tightly you

align scanning steps with verification points, the more scanning becomes an actual guardrail.
Consider the difference between:

® scanning the location only because the screen says to

® scanning the location and then scanning the item barcode as a confirmation before the system allows the pick

to complete

Even when you scan the item, there are edge cases. If barcodes are worn, the system may accept manual entry,
and manual entry can become a bypass. Another failure mode is when scanners are configured to allow “quick

picks” in certain zones. That's convenient, but it weakens the control exactly where errors occur.

You don't need to remove every exception path. You need to constrain it. If a barcode is unreadable, the process

should require the kind of verification that prevents guessing. Sometimes that means re-labeling on the spot.
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Sometimes it means routing the order line to a support workflow. The key is that the “fallback” method has

stronger checks than the default process, not weaker ones.

Control the human error points: staging, containers, and labeling

One of the most overlooked accuracy drivers is staging and packaging flow. Pickers select items, but packers and
loaders handle order containers, labels, and manifests. If the handoff is sloppy, accuracy drops after the pick is

already correct.
Common staging issues include:

* multiple customer orders staged side by side with similar container colors
® shared totes that are not labeled clearly by order ID
* reused packaging without strict identity checks

® printing labels in advance when orders change due to substitution or short picks

A smart process treats container identification as part of picking accuracy, not an afterthought. The easiest wins

are usually procedural:

® label order containers as early as possible
® keep one order per staging location during critical periods

* enforce “scan to confirm” at the moment items are assigned to the container, not only when the picker grabs
the tote

I've seen high accuracy teams fail during peak when someone tries to save time by staging multiple orders at

once. It doesn’t take many mixups to undo weeks of improvement.

Use a feedback loop that doesn’t punish learning

Accuracy initiatives often fail because the feedback loop becomes hostile. If a picker is blamed without context,

they stop reporting exceptions and start hiding uncertainty. Then inventory issues remain unresolved.

A better model is learning oriented: when an error occurs, you look at both the pick and the process steps around
it. Was the item barcode unreadable? Was the label wrong? Was the system location assignment outdated? Was

the slot split, where one location holds multiple similar items?

To make this work, decide in advance what “"good reporting” looks like. Pickers should have a clear way to flag
problems they can't resolve. That might be a “problem location” tag, a fast message to a supervisor, or a

designated exception cart. The goal is to prevent silent failure.

In one facility, pickers were asked to report label damage and unreadable barcodes immediately. Management
didn't just accept it, they turned those reports into a daily repair queue. Within a few weeks, mispicks tied to

damaged labels dropped noticeably, and pickers felt the system was responsive.

Tune the replenishment and putaway sequence

Picking accuracy often reflects upstream work more than downstream effort. Replenishment and putaway are

where the warehouse decides whether the floor matches the system.

Two big process levers matter most:



First, replenishment timing relative to pick demand. If popular items sit low in inventory or out of sequence,

pickers may hunt longer than expected. Hunting increases mistakes, especially with similar SKUs.

Second, putaway confirmation and pacing. Putaway errors tend to be “system confident” errors, meaning the
system says an item is in a location even when it isn't. This creates mispicks that scanning cannot easily prevent,

because the picker is scanning the location and trusting the system.

A smart process uses both verification and governance. Verification could be a confirmation scan, a second person
check in high-risk zones, or a controlled use of manual entry. Governance means you track error hotspots and

adjust how work is assigned.

If you see repeated mispicks from a particular category, change the putaway rules for that category. For example,
very similar SKUs or slow-moving items stored near fast movers often require different handling than the rest of

the aisle.

Segment the work by risk level

Not every product should be handled with the same precision protocol. If you apply your strictest verification to
everything, labor cost rises and pickers get fatigued by constant friction. If you apply light controls everywhere,

errors concentrate where the process is most fragile.
The most effective approach I've seen is risk segmentation based on product similarity and operational complexity.
High risk usually includes:

e multiple SKUs with similar packaging and barcode formats
* items with damaged labels, partial barcodes, or inconsistent labeling
® |ocations that are frequently reconfigured due to seasonality

* zones that support replenishment back and forth between staging and final locations
Low risk might be bulky items with unique barcodes, or areas where only one SKU occupies a slot.

When you segment, your “smart processes” become targeted. You add controls where they pay off, and you

simplify where the environment is stable.

A practical way to spot the biggest accuracy leaks

If you want a concrete starting point without boiling the ocean, identify the leak types that show up repeatedly in

discrepancies. Most warehouses have a handful.
Here's what to look for, based on common patterns that I've seen across different operations:

* recurring mispicks in the same location cluster, suggesting labeling or putaway drift
® errors that spike during high-tempo shifts, suggesting staging chaos or rushed handoffs

* a high share of “manual entry” scans, suggesting barcode readability or control bypass

similar SKU confusion, especially for items with near-identical packaging

e discrepancy corrections that take unusually long, indicating inventory record mismatches

Once you can name which leak is driving your accuracy issue, you can choose the process change that actually

addresses it.



Build smart processes around exceptions, not ideal flow

Perfect conditions do not exist. Even the most disciplined warehouse will face exceptions: missing barcodes, wrong

container, short picks, damaged products, and system latency.

The mistake is treating exceptions as “someone’s problem.” A smart process treats exceptions as designed

workflows.

The workflow should answer questions like: Who investigates? How fast? What verification is required? How do

you prevent a corrected pick from contaminating another order?

For example, if an item barcode is unreadable, you need a consistent response. Some warehouses require scanning
a secondary identifier, such as an internal item code. Others allow manual entry but require a supervisory confirm

for high risk SKUs. Either way, the process must be clear, and it must be enforceable.

Also watch for exception handling that bypasses the system entirely. Sometimes teams “make it work” by writing
things down, moving pallets without proper scan updates, or staging orders without identity checks. That may fix

the immediate order, but it plants future errors.

Add lightweight controls that create a second chance

One of the most reliable ways to improve accuracy is to add a second verification step, but only where it matters.

The best second chance is not redundant for everything, it is targeted for risk.
Consider checks at two points:

* before completion of the pick (so errors don't propagate)

* at the moment items are assigned to the order container for packing (so even correct picks do not get mixed)

A second chance can be scanning based, image based, or procedural based. Scanning is common, but procedural

checks also work if the process is disciplined.

The trade-off is speed. If your second chance step is too slow, pickers will find ways around it during peak. The

best controls are quick, clear, and predictable, so people don't start improvising.

Train for the process, not just the task

Warehouse training is usually focused on how to pick: locate items, scan labels, move to the next bin. That helps,

but it doesn't fully address accuracy.

People make errors when they do not understand what the process is trying to prevent. A picker who understands

the “why" is more likely to pause when something feels off.
Training that improves accuracy tends to include:

* what to do when a barcode is unreadable

® how to handle similar SKUs and where you find the differentiators (size, pack type, inner label)
* what “problem locations” look like and how they're logged

* how to stage items correctly for the next step in the workflow

* what shortcuts are never acceptable, even under time pressure

I've watched accuracy jump after a training refresh that focused less on “scan here” and more on scenario

behavior. For example, instead of telling people to “verify quantities,” trainers ran short role-play drills: show a bin



with a similar SKU label nearby, then explain the exact decision tree for confirmation and escalation.

A quick start checklist you can run this week

If you're looking for immediate, low-disruption improvements, here's a short set of actions that often deliver

measurable gains. Keep it tight, do it consistently, then re-evaluate based on error data.

1. Audit the top 20 locations tied to mispicks over the last month, confirm labels and item-SKU mapping
2. Review exception paths tied to pick completion, identify where manual entry or bypasses are allowed
3. Tighten container identity at staging, ensure each order container is labeled before picks begin for that batch

4. Check barcode readability rates in the same high error zones, flag damaged or low-contrast labels for quick

replacement

5. Run a one-shift refresher that includes two “real” scenarios from your error logs, with the exact correct
escalation steps

This doesn't require new systems, and it avoids the trap of rolling out a complicated solution without validating

the basics.

How to keep gains from slipping after you improve

Accuracy improvements are fragile. When pressure returns or staffing changes, the old habits reappear. Smart

processes survive because they are embedded into daily operations.
Three ways to protect gains:

First, keep measuring in the same way. If you change how accuracy is reported, you might celebrate improvement

logistics that is just a measurement shift.

Second, tie improvements to work allocation. If you solved a location integrity issue but replenishment is still

assigned in a way that causes drift, your results will decay.

Third, maintain the feedback loop. When pickers report issues, the team must respond. If the reports go nowhere,

people stop reporting. If reports trigger quick fixes, people become partners in accuracy.

It also helps to create a short cadence for review. Weekly is enough for most teams, but it must include the right

people: operations lead, inventory control, and someone who understands the pick and packing flow end to end.

Where “smart” processes can backfire
Smart processes are not always safe. Some well-intended changes increase errors.

For instance, tightening scanning too aggressively can cause frustration. If the system locks a pick due to a
barcode read failure, pickers may start swapping scanners, using shortcuts, or building workarounds that bypass

controls. The result is often worse than the original issue.

Another common backfire is over-batching. When you increase batch size to chase productivity, you increase
context switching. In complex pick waves, people can mix orders in staging even if the pick itself is correct.
Accuracy drops at pack time.

A third backfire is reorganizing zones without a transition plan. During layout changes, the system mapping and
physical placement can temporarily drift. If you move bins but don't update scanning devices, printers, and labels

promptly, you essentially create a short-term accuracy blackout.
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The right mindset is to implement changes in controlled slices, watch the error categories, and adjust. A process

improvement is not a one-time rollout. It's a management rhythm.

Bringing it all together: accuracy is a system outcome

Warehouse picking accuracy improves when the workflow makes correct behavior the easiest behavior. That
happens when item and location integrity are strong, scanning is meaningful, staging and container identity are

controlled, and exceptions are handled with discipline.

Most importantly, accuracy is not owned by pickers alone. It's the outcome of how replenishment, putaway,
picking, and packing interact. When the operation treats accuracy as a shared system metric, you get fewer

surprises and more stable performance.

If you take one practical step from this, make it the simplest one: track where errors come from, then attack the
process step that creates the error category you see most. That is how smart processes turn into consistent,

measurable results rather than temporary wins.



